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This research explores the characteristics of Hong Kong men and 
mainland Chinese women who are more inclined to seek spouses across the 
border, along with the reasons why some Hong Kong men think they cannot 
find suitable wives in Hong Kong. The People's Republic of China 
government and the Hong Kong SAR government work together to 
discourage cross-border marriages through the exercising of harsh 
immigration and social welfare policies. Very often, the mainland wives may 
need to wait for eight to ten years to be granted the One-way Permits to 
migrate to Hong Kong. After migrating to Hong Kong, they will have to face 
discrimination against them and will not have access to all the welfare 
services and benefits provided by the government until they have become 
permanent residents seven years later. The Hong Kong husband may also 
be looked down upon by society, who stereotypes them as "incapable men." 
Why do Hong Kong men still want to marry mainland women given such a 
social environment? It is usually assumed that cross-border marriage is 
purely an economic consideration. However important the economic factor is, 
it is not sufficient to fully explain the phenomenon. This research analyzes 
the cultural, socioeconomic and geopolitical factors that lead to cross-border 
marriages between local-born Hong Kong men and mainland Chinese 
women to fully comprehend this phenomenon. It investigates the criteria by 
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which both parties evaluate a prospective spouse. It also examines the 
socially constructed images of "Hong Kong men" and "mainland women" to 
understand people's mate preferences. The contemporary meanings of 
marriage and the expected roles of husbands and wives have been 
investigated. This research also studies how these spouse-seekers interpret 
the meaning of marriage as well as to understand which attributes spouse-
seekers look for. Power relations between Hong Kong Chinese and 
mainland Chinese, Hong Kong men's sense of identity, and cultural values 
about mate attributes have been discussed. Government statistics show that 
mainland women who marry Hong Kong men are usually from poor rural 
areas with low educational levels. What do these figures imply about the 
already tense relationships between Hong Kong people and mainland 
migrants in Hong Kong? In the end, I attempt to predict the possible trends 
of marriage patterns in Hong Kong and to analyze the influence of cross-
border marriages on the general attitudes toward the relationship between 
Hong Kong Chinese and mainland migrants in Hong Kong. This research 
helps us better understand the possible trends in changing marriage patterns 
in Hong Kong as well as the possible social consequences of these patterns. 
We may see whether marriage can overcome the barrier between Hong 
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This research explores the characteristics of local-born Hong Kong 
men and mainland Chinese women who are more inclined to seek spouses 
across the border, along with the reasons why some Hong Kong men think 
they cannot find suitable wives in Hong Kong. The cultural, socioeconomic 
and geopolitical factors that lead to cross-border marriages between local-
born Hong Kong men and mainland Chinese women will be investigated in 
this research to comprehend the phenomenon. I will also investigate the 
criteria by which both parties evaluate a prospective spouse. I will examine 
the socially constructed images of "Hong Kong men" and "mainland women" 
to understand people's mate preferences. The contemporary meanings of 
marriage and the expected roles of husbands and wives will be investigated. 
I will also study how these spouse-seekers interpret the meaning of marriage 
as well as understand which attributes spouse-seekers seek. Power 
relations between Hong Kong and mainland China and between cross-
border couples, Hong Kong men's sense of identity, and cultural values 
about mate attributes will be discussed. Government statistics show that 
among the 123,000 mainland wives who settled in Hong Kong from 1993 to 
1999，almost half of them are educated only to primary school level (Moy 
2000). Government figures also show that the number of mainland women 
from developed cities marrying Hong Kong men is declining; and mainland 
women who marry Hong Kong men are usually from poor rural areas with 
low educational levels (Sui 1999a). What do these figures imply about the 
already tense Hong Kong people-mainland migrant relationships? In the end, 
I will attempt to analyze the influence of cross-border marriages on the 
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general attitudes towards the relationship between Hong Kong Chinese and 
mainland migrants in Hong Kong. 
In this thesis, I will define "Hong Kong men" as ethnic Chinese men 
who were born and raised in Hong Kong, and "mainland women" as ethnic 
Chinese women who were born and raised in mainland China. The terms 
"Hong Kong Chinese" and "Hong Kong people" will be used interchangeably; 
the terms "mainland Chinese" and "mainlanders" will also be used 
interchangeably. I will use "Hong Kong Chinese" and "mainland Chinese" 
when the issue of cultural identity is emphasized. "Hong Kong people" and 
"mainlanders" are used in a more general way, when referring to people's 
residency, and when the issue of ethnicity is not emphasized. 
It is not surprising that some men from the "First World" go to the 
"Third World" to seek young and beautiful spouses; in this way, men can take 
advantage of the economic power imbalance and women can "marry up" and 
improve their social status. However, government policy and social 
discrimination make Hong Kong men-mainland women marriages unique 
and different from other rich city men-poor country women marriages. The 
People's Republic of China (PRC) government and the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region government discourage cross-border marriages 
through the exercising of harsh immigration and social welfare policies. 
Obtaining a One-way Permit is the only way that the mainland wife can 
legally emigrate to Hong Kong. The PRC government issues 150 One-way 
Permits every day. The number is determined by the PRC government 
following consultation with Hong Kong (Please refer to Appendix 1 for 
information on the legal procedures of cross-border marriages). Very often, 
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the mainland wives may need to wait for eight to ten years to be granted the 
One-way Permits. They will need to live in Hong Kong for seven years to 
become permanent residents before they can be able to enjoy all the welfare 
services and benefits provided by the Hong Kong government. Europe is 
also a desirable area to migrate to, according to my mainland interviewees. 
Mainland wives' situation in Hong Kong is very different from that of women 
married to most European Community states. In these countries, women 
only need to wait for no longer than a year to be reunited with their husbands, 
and they have equal access to other benefits enjoyed by citizens of the 
social welfare state (Soysal 1994). 
Although Hong Kong people and mainland people are of the same 
ethnicity and share a common traditional culture and values, Hong Kong 
Chinese's discrimination against mainland migrants is so serious that it is 
almost like “racial discrimination." The social tensions between Hong Kong 
people and mainland migrants, and the serious discrimination against 
mainlanders in Hong Kong, is the second factor that makes the Hong Kong 
men-mainland women marriages unique. Hong Kong men in general are 
well aware that they might be looked down upon by other Hong Kong people 
if they marry mainland women. Although Hong Kong Chinese and mainland 
Chinese are both ethnic Chinese, Hong Kong Chinese often refuse or avoid 
associating themselves with mainland Chinese. Problems of cross-border 
relationships have been widely reported in local newspapers and magazines 
(see Apple Daily 2000a, 2000b, 2000c; Eastweek 2000; Ming Pao Daily 
News 200^a, 2001b; Oriental Daily 2000, 2001a, 2001b; Sing Pao Daily 
2000); there are too many examples to cite them in entirety here. Hong 
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Kong people in general are well aware of such problems. Social bias against 
mainland women and mainland immigrants is prevalent, and has been 
growing in recent years. Many Hong Kong people are prejudiced against 
mainland women, thinking that they are "gold-diggers" or "mistresses" who 
are good at winning men's hearts (or stealing other women's husbands). 
Sustaining a long-distance relationship over a long period of time with a 
"gold-digger" is thought to be unworthy. Economic considerations—“paying 
less for a wife"一 are essential in understanding why such marriages take 
place, but they are not sufficient to explain the whole phenomenon. It is also 
crucial to study cultural and societal values，ideologies about marriage and 
the family, and the political situation in Hong Kong in order to be able to 
comprehend the phenomenon. I will discuss the attitude of Hong Kong 
Chinese towards mainland Chinese in Chapter 2. 
The study of the contributing factors that lead to the cross-border 
marriages of local-born Hong Kong men and mainland women is significant 
because it helps us to understand the impact of Hong Kong's socioeconomic 
development on gender relations, and contributes to the understanding of the 
changing social meanings of marriage. Studying these factors may shed 
light on the possible trends in changing marriage patterns in Hong Kong, and 
on the possible social consequences of these patterns. In particular, the 
right of abode issue for the mainland spouses and mainland children of Hong 
Kong residents has become a problem for the Hong Kong government. 
Through the study of cross-border marriages and Hong Kong men's reasons 
and expectations in seeking mainland wives, we may see whether marriage 
can overcome this barrier and relieve the tensions felt between Hong Kong 
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people and mainland migrants. In this thesis, I attempt to look at the 
phenomenon and analyze the contributing factors from different perspectives. 
Historical Background 
Before I further discuss the focus of this study_present-day cross-
border marriages between local-born Hong Kong men and mainland 
women—let me talk briefly about the history of cross-border marriages in 
recent decades. The focus of this thesis is different from what I call the 
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"earlier type" of cross-border marriages, which peaked during the late 1970s 
through the early 1990s. Studying the historical background of the "earlier 
type" of cross-border marriages provides some clues as to the relationship 
between Hong Kong people and mainland Chinese, as well as to the 
relations between Hong Kong women and men. The majority of the 
mainland migrants in the 1970s and 1980s were young men who hoped to 
seek better employment opportunities and upward mobility in Hong Kong 
(Siu 1985). Until 1980，the so-called "touch-base policy" allowed illegal 
migrants who managed to sneak to specified Hong Kong urban areas to be 
granted the right to stay in Hong Kong. These migrants might or might not 
be able to find desirable jobs, and a great many of them were not able to find 
wives in Hong Kong. Nelson Chow Wing-sun, professor of Social Work at 
the University of Hong Kong, points out in an interview with the South China 
Morning Post, 
...about 300,000 to 400,000 mainlanders settled here (Hong Kong)... 
From the late [19]70s, they went back to the mainland to get 
married... Many are unskilled and the majority belong to the working 
class. They are not the ideal marriage partners for Hong Kong 
women. Given other choices, women would not marry these men. 
You can put it this way, that these men are being forced back to China 
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to get a wife because there are no alternative choices. To get married 
to a local woman is almost impossible (Kwong 1997). 
There were three main reasons why it was difficult for young male 
mainland migrants to find wives in Hong Kong in the 1970s and 1980s. First, 
this group of men was often too poor to establish and support their own 
families in Hong Kong. They often had low educational attainment—junior 
high school or lower, and they did not know English. Therefore, most of 
them belonged to the working class and had to take low-paying manual jobs. 
Women in general are hypergamous, tending to marry up the social ladder. 
Young educated Hong Kong women were reluctant to marry those male 
migrants who were less educated and less financially secure (Leete 1994). 
Second, many Hong Kong people believed there were cultural 
differences between themselves and mainland migrants, which created a 
barrier of communication between them. Since 1949，Chinese on the 
mainland and Chinese in Hong Kong have gone through very different 
political and historical changes, which have had a great impact on the 
cultures, ideologies, economies, policies, and social structures of the two 
societies. The different experiences of Chinese in Hong Kong and those on 
the mainland have made it much harder for them to communicate than many 
people might have expected. For example, Hong Kong people often 
complain that mainland migrants do not know the proper Hong Kong 
etiquette. Misunderstandings arise due to the differences in lifestyle and 
cultural practices, which have contributed to the negative images of mainland 
migrants both in the past and today. 
Third, discrimination toward mainland migrants in Hong Kong made 
male mainland migrants undesirable spouses. Hong Kong women (as well 
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as many women from other countries) tended to marry up financially and/or 
socially if they were able to. Mainland migrants have been viewed as 
"uncivilized" and "backward" "country bumpkins" who were inferior to Hong 
Kong people. To many Hong Kong women and their families, a working 
class Hong Kong man was considered preferable to a working class 
mainland migrant as a husband. In the end, many working class "country 
bumpkins" would have no choice but to seek wives on the mainland. They 
might go to their hometowns in mainland China or cities on the mainland that 
were closer to Hong Kong to seek wives with whom they could communicate 
and who would look up to their Hong Kong Identity Card. The imbalance of 
economic power between Hong Kong people and mainland people, cultural 
differences, and discrimination toward mainland Chinese may partly explain 
why it is very rare for Hong Kong women to seek husbands in mainland 
China—they are unwilling to marry down socially and economically. 
Some older Hong Kong men in their fifties and sixties who were 
widowed or never married and some from grassroots backgrounds (Cheung 
2001) also married young mainland women who were usually in their late 
teens and early twenties during the 1980s. Statistics about older men 
marrying young mainland women are not available. However, the number is 
high enough to have resulted in the stereotype that only old and/or poor 
Hong Kong men marry mainland women, and that young mainland women 
are eager to marry Hong Kong men, regardless of the attributes of these 
me门. 
In recent years, however, younger local-born Hong Kong men in their 
thirties have also started considering marrying mainland women. In a 
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newspaper interview, Sze Lai-shan of the Society for Community 
Organisation suggested that cross-border marriages contribute to the decline 
in the percentage of bachelors shown by the 2001 Population Census. She 
said that many male managerial sta什 working on the mainland and Hong 
Kong men with university qualifications have now married mainland women 
(Cheung 2001). In the earlier-cited newspaper interview in 1997，Professor 
Chow said that he expected that the phenomenon of Hong Kong male 
residents marrying mainland women would gradually and eventually be 
phased out "once those who came to the SAR after the Cultural Revolution in 
the 70s are settled with their families." He stated that the phenomenon was 
"just a product of historical development and it has never been a social trend" 
(Kwong 1997). However, this "historical development" does continue and is 
a social trend. Figures reported in the Ming Pao Daily News show that more 
than 30,000 Hong Kong male residents apply for the Certificate of Absence 
of Marriage Records to prove their single marital status every year, so that 
they can marry mainland women (Please refer to Appendix I for information 
on the legal procedures of cross-border marriages) {Ming Pao Daily News 
2000b). From 1996 through 2000，about 132,000 Hong Kong male residents 
had obtained the Certificate of Absence of Marriage Records, with a peak of 
37,221 cases in 1997 (Cheung 2001). 
Structure of Thesis 
Let me now explain the structure of this thesis. In Chapter 1，this 
introduction, I discuss the goals and significance of this research, the 
background of the phenomenon being studied, and the literature related to 
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cross-border marriages. I also discuss the research methods I employed to 
conduct this research, and explain why I chose Shenzhen as my fieldsite. 
Chapter 2 is concerned with the sense of identity of Hong Kong 
people, and how it exerts positive or negative effects on Hong Kong men's 
pursuit of their mainland wives. It is crucial to study the power relations 
between mainland China and Hong Kong and between mainland people and 
Hong Kong people. Perceptions of such power relations are reflected in the 
conjugal relationships between cross-border couples. I explore the extent to 
which the phenomenon is an illustration of regional egalitarianism or is a 
matter of regional inequality and domination between Hong Kong and the 
rest of mainland China. 
In Chapter 3，we will listen to the voices of my Hong Kong informants 
in their attitudes and anticipations toward love and marriage, their ideal 
attributes of a spouse, and the attributes they look for in real life. I explore 
the characteristics of Hong Kong men who are more likely to seek mainland 
wives nowadays. The expected roles of husbands and wives, and the power 
relationship between husbands and wives, are examined in this chapter as 
well. The stereotypes of Hong Kong women, mainland women, and 
mainland people that are prevalent in Hong Kong have a great influence on 
people's choice of mates. I then investigate the influence of the mass media 
and Hong Kong men's sense of masculinity and femininity on their choice of 
wives. 
In Chapter 4，I analyze the characteristics of mainland women who 
are interested in marrying Hong Kong men. I examine the attributes of 
husbands the mainland women look for and their attitudes toward marriage. 
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I explore the images of mainland men, Hong Kong men, and Hong Kong 
people in mainland China, and mainland women's understanding or 
imaginations of Hong Kong. I attempt to explain the ways those images are 
constructed, and the influence of those images in choosing a marriage 
partner across the border. 
In chapter 5，I discuss the interactions between Hong Kong men and 
mainland women that I have observed during my participant observation at 
matchmaking parties and matchmaking trips. This chapter differs from 
I 
earlier chapters in looking not at how Chinese and Hong Kong people 
seeking spouses view each other, but how they interact. I make 
comparisons regarding what I myself observed during a Zhanjiang 
matchmaking trip and what a magazine reporter reported in a local magazine. 
The style in which this entertainment magazine presents the trip and the 
meetings of cross-border spouse seekers reflects the present stereotypes 
toward such marriages. Also, I compare the kinds of mainland women that 
Hong Kong men approached at the parties with the attributes that my Hong 
Kong male interviewees told me they looked for in the interviews.丨 then 
analyze the ways mainland women and Hong Kong men present themselves 
in the matchmaking activities. 
In Chapter 6，I summarize and analyze the factors contributing to 
cross-border marriages through four levels—the ideological, social, 
economic and political levels.丨 argue that cross-border marriage is one of 
the consequences of the slower-changing ideology being unable to "catch 
up" with the faster-changing socioeconomic structures. I attempt to make 
predictions about the changing marriage patterns and the possible impact of 
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cross-border marriages on the relationships between Hong Kong people and 
mainland migrants. 
Literature Review 
Elements of Capital Exchange in Marriage 
Choosing marriage partners involves calculation between the couple 
and the two families一considering not only the economic aspects of marriage, 
but also the social, symbolic and political aspects of marriage as well. Ebrey 
(1991) points out that, in China, the social standing of every relevant party 
involved in a marriage changes when a marriage takes place, and she 
suggests that marriage choices are analogous to market choices. Since a 
woman's status is largely determined by the social status of her husband's 
family, women in Chinese society tend to be hypergamous. Watson states 
that, "Marriage is nearly always concerned with the transfer of resources and 
so is closely bound up with the world of property relations and economic 
inequalities" (1991:347). 
Bourdieu's (1999) concept of capital is crucial in the study of the 
exchange involved in all sorts in marriages, and the idea of the exchange of 
symbolic capital is essential in understanding the power relations between 
the couple. In Chinese, there is a folk concept of "capital," ben qian (本錢)， 
which refers to a person's qualifications and attributes in various forms—in 
terms of physical attributes, knowledge, social network or economic power, 
etc. The concept of ben qian is equivalent to Bourdieu's concept of capital, 
but Chinese have not distinguished and categorized ben qian systematically 
into four forms—cultural capital (legitimate knowledge), social capital (all 
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kinds of valuable social connections and relations), economic capital, and 
symbolic capital (prestige and honor)—as does Bourdieu. Bourdieu (1998: 
47) defines symbolic capital as "any property (any form of capital whether 
physical, economic, cultural or social) when it is perceived by social agents 
endowed with categories of perception which cause them to know it and to 
recognize it, to give it value". In the 1950s to 1970s in mainland China, 
Communist Party membership and high-grade government cadre positions 
were valuable forms of symbolic capital for Chinese men in the marriage 
market (Croll 1984). In many parts of the world, youth and attractiveness are 
valuable forms of symbolic capital and a common measurement for the 
desirability of women. As Dorothy C. Holland and Margaret A. Eisenhart 
(1990) report, many female American students are, consciously or 
unconsciously, influenced by the cultural ideology of romance and 
attractiveness. The female students often put more emphasis on improving 
their attractiveness than on studying. 
Bourdieu emphasizes that 
:t]he only way to escape from the ethnocentric naiveties of economism, 
without falling into populist exaltation of the generous naivety of earlier 
forms of society, is to carry out in full what economism does only 
partially, and to extend economic calculation to all the goods, material 
and symbolic, without distinction, that present themselves as rare and 
worthy of being sought after in a particular social formation... (1999: 
177-178). 
In such cross-border marriages, couples not only "exchange" material 
assets, but also cultural capital, social capital and symbolic capital that the 
other party values—such as the "Hong Kong identity" possessed by the men 
and what I would call "physical capital"~the youth and attractiveness and 
potential for reproduction~of the women. Women's symbolic capital can be 
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divided into many forms, but I would like to divide it into two main forms: 
physical capital and sexual capital. A woman's physical capital is defined by 
her youth and appearance, which is culturally specific. A woman's sexual 
capital is (the access to) her sexuality; or, the opportunity to have a sexual 
relationship with her. Although virginity is a form of sexual capital, since the 
Hong Kong men and 丨 do not have any information concerning the mainland 
women's virginity, I focus only on the way mainland women use their sexual 
capital. Dating a beautiful woman does not guarantee a man to have access 
to her sexuality before marriage. The woman can always choose when to 
give out her sexual capital in a relationship. It is important to understand all 
these elements of symbolic capital in the present cultural, social, and political 
context of Hong Kong and China. Goffman's theories of self-presentation 
and impression management (1959) are very helpful in understanding the 
display of capital by spouse-seekers. 
Exchange of Capital in Marriage 
As earlier noted, women tend to be hypergamous in China; that is, 
women tend to marry up in social status. Different societies, or the same 
society in different periods of time, have different interpretations on what 
kinds of marriage exchange would be considered hypergamous for a woman. 
In China, homogamous pairings (in Chinese, to "match doors" men dang hu 
dui 門當戶對）is common for families seeking a prospective spouse for their 
children. But hypergamy is always in the woman's best interest because 
women's social status is affected by their husbands'. After the Communist 
Party took over political control, Croll (1984) found that political and 
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socioeconomic status (according to the new class system) was the most 
crucial consideration when choosing a marriage partner in mainland China 
during the 1950s to 1970s. Men who were Party members or with cadre 
status were considered as desirable prospective husbands. Lavely (1991) 
points out that there has long been a strong link between spatial and social 
stratification in China, which has become even stronger after the Communist 
Party restricted people's geographic mobility. The economic disparity in 
China creates a spatial hierarchy, which makes a person's residence a mark 
of social status. Marriage has as a result become one of the best ways for 
women in the rural areas to move up through the spatial hierarchy. For the 
men, their place of residence becomes their source of symbolic capital, using 
Bourdieu's terminology, in choosing a partner in the marriage market. In fact, 
there has long been a strong division between people living in the urban 
areas and those living in rural areas, where city people are higher in the 
social hierarchy than the rural village people. For the mainland women from 
the rural areas, Hong Kong men's residence is also a mark of their social 
status and a valuable symbolic capital. 
Various scholars have studied the attributes desired in marital 
exchanges. Elder (1969) found that men often use their social status in 
exchange for women's beauty, and that physical attractiveness is the most 
important attribute for working-class women marrying high-status men. 
Harrison and Saeed (1977) suggested that men use "compensatory" 
(monetary) assets in exchange for women's "non-compensatory" 
(appearance) assets in marriage. Li and Tu (1998) found that Taiwanese 
men often use their "extrinsic" attributes (financial status) to exchange with 
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mainland women's "intrinsic" attributes (appearance and personality traits). 
In his study on cross-straits marriage between Taiwanese men and mainland 
women, Jian (1995) found that both mainland wives and Taiwanese 
husbands cited "family values", "personality", and "taste" as important 
reasons for marrying a mainland wife. In Tu and Li's study (1997)，the main 
reason why the Taiwanese men seek a wife in mainland China is that 
"Chinese women still have more traditional values," which implies that 
Chinese women are more willing to take the traditional role of housewife— 
take care of the family and be the child-bearer and child-carer—after getting 
married. These studies do not discuss the power relations between the 
couple. However, from the exchange of capital mentioned in the above 
studies, men tend to put emphasis on the physical attractiveness and 
personality, rather than the intelligence, of women. By marrying a beautiful 
wife from a lower social rank who is trying to move up the social ladder 
through the act of marriage, the husband is more likely to have power over 
his wife. 
Mainland Chinese wives in Hong Kong can become a source of 
symbolic or economic capital for their families. It is also possible that 
marrying one's daughter to a Hong Kong man, or an overseas Chinese—for 
access to more resources and the opportunity to emigrate—is a family 
strategy decided on after careful calculation on the possible benefits to the 
family (Guldin 1995; also see Chan et al., 1984: 211). According to Salaff 
(1981)，during the early period of industrialization in Hong Kong, some 
families she interviewed planned to marry their daughters to overseas 
Chinese men who were in developed countries such as the United States or 
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Britain. After that, the daughters could apply for their siblings to study 
abroad, or even apply for the immigration of the whole family. Chinese 
women, at least from the Song Dynasty on, have been treated as 
commodities, as suggested by Gates (1989，1996). Women's reproductivity 
and labor could be "bought" and "sold" through marriage. Although the 
status of Chinese women has risen a great deal in recent decades and 
young people have more autonomy in choosing their own spouses, marriage 
continues to be the issue of the two families, and Chinese women might still 
be considered as symbolic or economic capital by their families. For 
mainland families with daughters marrying Hong Kong men, the affinal ties 
with Hong Kong men become powerful sources of symbolic, social and 
economic capital. 
Hong Kong Chinese-Mainland Chinese Relation 
Although Hong Kong people and mainland people are of the same 
ethnicity, Hong Kong people tend to see themselves as superior to their 
"country cousins" on the mainland (Lee 1995; Vogel 1989). Ma (1996) 
suggests that ever since "A Chaan"一 a well-known character in a television 
drama in the early 1970s—appeared on television, "A Chaan" has become a 
derogatory label for mainland migrants who are stupid, poor and shallow. 
The sense of identity of "Hong Kong people" has then been reinforced 
through the depiction of mainland migrants as "non-Hong Kong people." Ma 
(1996) also points out that, due to the past avoidance of any discussion 
about national or ethnic identity in Hong Kong's education system under the 




Hong Kong people's cultural identity. Mathews (2000) argues that, in 
belonging to the global cultural supermarket, Hong Kong people's sense of 
cultural identity has been strongly shaped by worldwide market forces rather 
than being shaped by the state. Whether the Chinese state can successfully 
create a cultural home for Hong Kong people is still uncertain. Lee predicts: 
"Hong Kong Chinese are not ready to identify with their counterparts across 
the border" (1995: 130). Additionally, Lau notes that Hong Kong people have 
a list of stereotypes against mainland Chinese even though statistics may 
show that increasing numbers of Hong Kong people consider themselves to 
be "Chinese" (Lau 2000). 
So and Kwok (1995) suggest that although Hong Kong is on the 
"political periphery" of Beijing, it is the "socioeconomic center" of Guangdong 
Province because Hong Kong represents Western prosperity, and, as such, 
is treated as the model of modernity in the minds of Guangdong people. The 
"south wind" from Hong Kong has been blowing to Guangdong through the 
mass media~television, movies, radio, magazines and newspaper (Guldin 
1995; Ikels 1996; Vogel 1989). The impact of television has been great, 
especially in the 1980s when television became more common in China. In 
this research, I will study the impact of the images of Hong Kong and Hong 
Kong people presented by the mass media on mainland women's mate 
preference. 
Conjugal Relationship in Hong Kong 
Local scholars have found that traditional gender-role stereotypes are 




Choi and Lee (1997) argue that the idea that men should be breadwinners 
and women should be homemakers, as well as traditional ideas about the 
division of labor at home, are strongly held in Hong Kong—despite the fact 
that Hong Kong women have been increasingly involved in career 
development and activities in the public sphere. Mak and Chung (1997) 
point out that sexist stereotyping and inequality still exist in educational 
access and in employment. Although the Hong Kong government has put 
effort into protecting women's rights and benefits in the workplace, those 
I 
measures have been found to be not very effective (Westwood, Ngo and 
Leung 1997). Fung and Ma (2000) also note that media-related 
entertainment programs are the most effective channels for reinforcing 
society's gender stereotyping. Leete (1994) adds that highly educated 
(bachelor's degree or above) overseas Chinese women in Asia, for example, 
in Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore and Taiwan, are often the ones who 
experience the most difficulty in finding desirable marriage partners. Some 
of them are even reluctant to marry. She found that the rise in educational 
attainment and increased employment opportunities are more influential than 
government intervention in leading to later marriage among overseas 
Chinese. 
When studying the impact of urbanization and industrialization on 
gender relations, scholars often focus on the changes of women's status in 
society and at home, and on familial responsibilities (Choi and Lee 1997; 
Salaff 1981; Stockard 1989; Hochschild 1990). In this research, I attempt to 
explore how the changes in socioeconomic structures influence gender 




Problems Mainland Migrants Face in Hong Kong 
Non-governmental organizations and local scholars in Hong Kong 
have done studies on the adaptation problems of new mainland immigrants, 
especially the mainland spouses of Hong Kong residents. Inadequate public 
housing, discrimination at work and by the general public (and even by their 
Hong Kong spouses and relatives), poor living environment, lack of social 
support, difficulties adapting to the transportation and medical care systems, 
difficulty adjusting to a different school systems, parental stress, and 
communication problems are some of the problems faced by mainland wives 
and their children (Fung et al. 2000; HKFWC 2000; Ho 1999; ISS 1997; Li 
2000; Wong 2000; Tang 2000). However, none of these studies touch on 
the reasons why local-born Hong Kong men have to seek wives in mainland 
China. In this thesis, I explore the cultural values and the contemporary 
ideology toward marriage, the images of Hong Kong men and mainland 
women constructed by the mass media and general society, and the power 
relations between Hong Kong and mainland China, as well as address the 
social consequences of cross-border marriages. 
Methodology 
My target interviewees were local-born Hong Kong men who: a) were 
looking for a mainland wife; or b) were dating mainland women; or c) had 
married mainland women; and mainland women who: a) were looking for a 
Hong Kong husband; or b) were dating Hong Kong men; or c) had married 




I first started doing my research in June 2000. I used my own social 
network to meet my target interviewees. After I had built up my basic 
network, I then used the snowball-sampling method to meet more target 
interviewees. 
Before I interviewed my target interviewees, I interviewed: a) ten local-
born Hong Kong men, b) five local-born Hong Kong women, c) five mainland 
Chinese men, and d) five mainland women, who were all local-spouse 
seekers, concerning their attitudes toward marriage and their views about 
cross-border marriages. This helped me to prepare for the interviews with 
my target informants (for example, to learn the terms that people often use in 
discussing mate preference, and to get an idea of what are the most 
important concerns in mate selection) and to compare their views with those 
of my target interviewees. The Hong Kong men I have talked to were 
surprisingly eager and excited to discuss their views of cross-border 
marriages with me. They all treated me like a little girl，and "taught" me 
about what happens on the two sides of the border. Sometimes when I 
talked to only one man, his friends nearby would join in the discussion and 
sought to express their opinions even without my invitation. 
丨 conducted my field research from early June through early 
September 2000 (during the summer break), and from mid-December 2000 
through early February 2001 (during the semester break and Lunar New 
Year holiday). I have held individual in-depth interviews with: a) seventeen 
local-born Hong Kong men who were looking for mainland wives or who 
were dating mainland women; b) seven local-born Hong Kong men who 




Hong Kong husbands or dating Hong Kong men; and d) seven mainland 
women who married local-born Hong Kong men. I had never met my 
interviewees before our interviews. The interviews lasted from forty-five 
minutes to two hours. I conducted most of the interviews face-to-face 
(please refer to Appendix II for the questions that were asked during the 
interviews). Five of my target interviewees were either too shy to have a 
face-to-face interview, or they were out of Hong Kong, so I had to conduct 
their interviews over the telephone. In six cases, I interviewed both the 
husband and wife separately, and I visited the homes of two couples in 
Shenzhen. Interviews with Hong Kong men were all in Cantonese and 
conducted in Hong Kong, except one—I interviewed him at his home in 
Shenzhen. Among the twenty interviews with mainland women, four were 
conducted in Hong Kong (because they had already migrated to Hong Kong), 
while the rest were conducted at the mainland cities where they lived; five 
interviews were conducted in Putonghua, the rest were conducted in 
Cantonese. I have also interviewed the owners and representatives of four 
Hong Kong matchmaking companies，】 and the owner and senior staff 
members of what was said to be the largest matchmaking company in 
Shenzhen.2 They provided me with the general statistical data concerning 
the socioeconomic status of their clients as well as the attributes their clients 
were looking for in a spouse. They were unable to give me very detailed 
information about individuals because of client confidentiality.丨 was able to 
1 I was first introduced to Ms Jenny Lam, the owner of a Hong Kong matchmaking company, 
by a college classmate. Ms Lam collects all the ads of different matchmaking companies in 
Hong Kong. Since she has been in this field for over ten years, she knows which ads are 
fake (which ads are advertising brothels) and which ones are by real matchmaking 
companies.丨 then followed her suggestions to contact all the reliable companies. I am 
grateful for her generous help. 
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conduct follow-up interviews with the owners of two matchmaking companies 
in Hong Kong and one in Shenzhen. 
In addition,丨 participated in seven matchmaking activities organized 
by two Hong Kong matchmaking companies and one in Shenzhen. Four of 
them were for Hong Kong men to meet Hong Kong women. By participating 
and helping out as volunteer in those four activities (a birthday party, a party 
for newcomers, a karaoke singing party and a New Year's countdown party), 
1 gained the trust of the owners and the staff members. They came to regard 
I 
me as a trustworthy, decent, graduate student. Because I am a young 
woman, and because I was willing to pay the "matchmaking" fee, they were 
happy to have me participate in the activities. In this way, they could make 
some money out of me, and their male members would have one more 
young woman to meet. Spouse-seekers at all matchmaking activities knew 
that I was a graduate student doing research on cross-border marriages, 
except the mainland women I met in Zhanjiang. Since Ms Wong, the owner 
of the matchmaking company who organized the Zhanjiang trip, did not want 
me to scare the women in Zhanjiang and affect her business, I told those 
women that I was Ms Wong's assistant. 
Three activities I joined were for Hong Kong men to meet mainland 
women (cross-border spouse seekers). By participating in those activities, I 
was able to meet lots of potential target interviewees and collect much first-
hand information on mate preference. As Goffman (1959) suggests, in the 
immediate presence of others (in this case, me, a female graduate student in 
her early twenties), my interviewees were likely to give me answers that they 
2 The owner requested that I not disclose his company name in my thesis. 
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thought 丨 might expect to hear and tended to conceal their "real" attitudes, 
beliefs and emotions. By observing people's behaviors during the 
matchmaking activities, I was able to compare the ways my target 
interviewees actually presented themselves, what they thought were their 
best qualities, in order to attract their potential spouses. I was also able to 
compare the kinds of people cross-border spouse seekers were attracted to 
with what my interviewees told me. One activity was jointly organized by a 
matchmaking company in Hong Kong and a matchmaking company in 
Shenzhen, which first arranged for Hong Kong men to visit the Shenzhen 
company. Hong Kong men could look at files of the mainland women on the 
computer (all the non-confidential personal data of all members of the 
Shenzhen company is stored in the centralized computer system). Another 
activity was a large party (with more than a hundred participants) organized 
by the Shenzhen matchmaking company for its members (the majority of 
whom are mainland men and mainland women), both local and cross-border 
spouse-seekers. A Hong Kong matchmaking company also brought some 
Hong Kong men to this party. The third activity was a three-day trip to 
Zhanjiang，3 jointly organized by another Hong Kong matchmaking company 
and a Zhanjiang one. The owners allowed me to be open about my status 
as a "researcher" while participating in these activities. Experienced staff 
members in the matchmaking companies are the "experts" in matchmaking. 
3 Zhanjiang is a Cantonese-speaking city at the western part of Guangdong Province with a 
population of over six million people. It is not a popular city for Hong Kong men seeking 
mainland wives because transportation between the two cities is not convenient, but the 
Hong Kong matchmaking company happened to have an affiliation with one in Zhanjiang. 
Matchmaking companies in Hong Kong and mainland China rarely organize joint activities. 
To be allowed to stay with the Hong Kong men for three days to talk and to observe was a 




Listening to the conversations of the staff helped me to understand how they 
"categorize" the spouse-seekers and how they match the pairs. This, in turn, 
has helped me in looking at the larger picture of the spouse-seeking 
phenomenon. 
Apart from doing field research, I have also collected and studied the 
images of mainland women and cross-border marriages portrayed by the 
mass media in Hong Kong一mainly newspaper articles in Apple Daily, 
Oriental Daily and Ming Pao Daily News (because they are the three most 
popular local newspapers)，and news reports on television on the Chinese 
channels. News in newspapers or on television often is regarded as 
trustworthy, which influences people's perception of particular issues. Since 
many local-born Hong Kong people do not have much daily contact with 
mainland Chinese people, the information they receive about mainland 
Chinese people is mostly from the mass media. Analyzing how the mass 
media present images of mainland Chinese people helps us to understand 
how local-born Hong Kong people construct their images of "mainland 
people." 
The Importance of Guanxi, Relationship Ties (關係） 
People might wonder whether only very open and talkative persons 
agreed to be interviewed, which may have created bias in my sampling. At 
first, I did worry that this would happen. In fact, many of my interviewees 
were initially shy and not very talkative. My interviewees were willing to 
discuss their feelings with me mainly due to their guanxi, or relationship ties, 
with the go-betweens who set up the interviews, and who were often their 
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friends or my relatives. Certainly, the go-betweens may possibly have 
considered the relative openness of the interviewees before they asked the 
interviewees about their willingness to be interviewed. Yet, what concerned 
the go-betweens most was the relationship between themselves and my 
target interviewees, and also their own relationships with me. Before the go-
betweens introduced interviewees to me, they always clearly explained their 
relationship with the interviewees. They also emphasized that I should tell 
the interviewee about my relationship with them. There are two main 
I 
reasons why I used this relationship-centered approach. First, I was able to 
judge or ensure my personal safet / by knowing clearly the relationship 
between the go-betweens and the interviewees. Since I had to do interviews 
in Shenzhen, where I know no one, knowing that the interviewee in 
Shenzhen would not cheat or harm me was essential. Second, interviewees 
who have close relationships with the go-betweens were more likely to be 
open and honest with me. At the same time, my interviewees not only 
considered, or calculated, their closeness with the go-betweens, but also my 
relationship with the go-betweens. For all of my interviewees, the closer their 
relationship with the go-betweens, the more likely they were to be open and 
honest with me. For all of my interviewees, having an interview with me was 
simply "helping a friend's friend with her 'homework'," as they said. 
Being a close friend or relative of my target interviewees did not 
guarantee that my go-between could convince my potential informants to 
have interviews with me. The go-betweens would not jeopardize their 
4 In Hong Kong, there is a general feeling that any place in mainland China has poor public 
security. Therefore, Hong Kong people rarely dress up when traveling to mainland China 
unless required by their work because they do not want to be the targets of robbers. 
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relationship with my potential interviewees by forcing them to be interviewed 
on personal issues. I constantly had to remind the go-betweens not to force 
or pressure my target informants—otherwise I could not be sure that they 
would tell me the truth. 
Problems Encountered 
Concealing Preference 
Many of the spouse-seekers are unwilling to reveal (to friends, to 
family, and to co-workers, for example) that they are seeking a mainland wife. 
One reason given for this is that these men believe that people will 
mistakenly believe that they have no interest in Hong Kong women, and that, 
as a result, they will lose opportunities to date Hong Kong women. In fact, all 
of the cross-border spouse seekers have not ruled out the possibility of 
marrying a Hong Kong woman. But the more important reason for not telling 
others about their dating is that the cross-border spouse seekers are afraid 
that other Hong Kong people will stigmatize them as "incapable" men (in the 
sense that they failed to date "superior" Hong Kong women and have been 
"forced" to "downgrade" themselves by dating "inferior" mainland women). I 
will discuss this issue in detail in Chapter 2. 
Personal Safety 
Some of my male interviewees tried to introduce some mainland 
women to me for interviews. However, to have conducted some of these 
interviews, I would have had to go to some bars or other areas of Shenzhen 
that I did not know well. Since I did not know any of my interviewees 
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that I did not know well. Since 丨 did not know any of my interviewees 
personally, and some interviewees were introduced by other interviewees 
whom I had met only once, I could not guarantee my personal safety in going 
to bars or other areas of Shenzhen at night with my male interviewees. 
Therefore, I declined some opportunities to meet more informants. 
My Hong Kong Identity as a Barrier 
Before I started conducting the interviews, my professors and I 
thought that it might be very difficult to get Hong Kong men to talk to me due 
to the gender barrier. However, it turned out to be my female informants who 
were comparatively more unwilling to talk to me. Almost fifty of my female 
targeted interviewees turned down my invitation for an interview. One 
possible reason is that it is my identity as a "Hong Kong" female and a 
"graduate student" scared my mainland female target interviewees away. 
Women from a developing country might feel inferior or distanced from a 
woman living in a "First-World" city, especially when the woman has a much 
higher level of education. The big gap in socioeconomic status, or, in other 
words, the imbalance in power relations, might have pushed my mainland 
female target interviewees away from me. 
The second possible reason, suggested by one of my female 
interviewees, was that many mainland women she knows married a Hong 
Kong resident for his Hong Kong identity card or for money, so perhaps 
these women might feel uncomfortable telling me about their situations and 
would rather refuse my invitation. I will discuss this in Chapter 2. 
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The third possible reason could be that mainlanders generally do not 
like Hong Kong people because of the serious discrimination they face in 
Hong Kong. According to a survey conducted by the Hong Kong Federation 
of Women's Centres, among the 100 mainland women being interviewed, 
"34 percent of the respondents felt discriminated against by their relatives, 30 
percent by neighbors, 17 percent by colleagues, 75 percent by general Hong 
Kong people. It should be noted that 18 percent of the respondents felt 
discrimination from their husband and 8 percent from their children" (HKFWC 
2000:87). It is possible that some mainland wives would be unwilling to be 
interviewed about personal issues by a Hong Kong graduate student they 
had never met because I could be one of the many Hong Kong people who 
might discriminate against them. 
Shameful Things about the Family Should be Kept Within the Family 
"Shameful things about the family should be kept within the family" (/7a 
chou bu chu wai chuan 家醜不出外傳） is a traditional Chinese attitude toward 
family issues that is still widely held. This attitude prevents many couples 
with problems or victims of domestic violence from seeking professional help. 
A social worker who deals with many mainland divorcees and mainland 
women with problems with their Hong Kong husbands, explained to me that 
many cross-border couples have poor marital relationships. Since their 
problematic marital relationships are a kind of "shameful family issue," they 
try not to let many people know, especially those who would not be able to 
help them, including a researcher like me. I had much more difficulty 
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persuading mainland women married to Hong Kong men, rather than single 
mainland women, to talk to me. 
Do People Tell the Truth? 
All researchers hope their interviewees will tell them the truth, and I 
am no exception. To make sure that my interviewees were open about 
talking to me, I needed to first ensure that my interviewees were truly willing 
to be interviewed. Therefore, my interviewees were informed about the 
general questions that I was going to ask before they decided whether or not 
to consent to be interviewed. Additionally, potential interviewees were all 
guaranteed that their personal information and the tapes of their interviews 
would be kept confidential and would only be handled by me, and that all the 
information would only be used for academic purposes. Although the topics 
that I discussed with them are not very sensitive, they are very personal. By 
informing potential interviewees about the general questions in advance, 
they would have enough time to consider whether or not they were really 
willing to talk to me. Interviewees would not be too worried about the 
questions that 丨 was going to ask. 
Moreover, I assumed that if my interviewees would have had to lie to 
me about everything, they would have simply refused my invitation and not 
wasted their time. None of them were under any obligation to talk to me. My 
interviewees were informed in advance that the interview might take at least 
forty-five minutes; and they were allowed to choose to be tape-recorded or 
not. I reminded my go-betweens not to exert any pressure on these women 
to accept my interview, and they would not have done so because they 
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would not have wanted to jeopardize their relationships. In addition, I felt 
that my interviewees would be honest with me because they trusted the go-
betweens. My identity as a graduate student with a letter from my 
department also helped in gaining trust from my interviewees. To show the 
importance of obtaining true information, my interviewees were reminded 
that they could refuse to answer any questions. My interviewees might have 
hidden some very deep secrets to a certain extent, or they might have 
refined their answers to try to give me a good impression. This behavior is 
I 
inevitable. It happens in any interview, and even among close friends. I 
hope I succeeded in making my interviewees feel comfortable and open 
while talking to me. 
Fieldsite 
Why Shenzhen? 
Apart from being the favorite place for Hong Kong men to find 
mistresses (Lang and Smart, in press), Shenzhen is also a popular place for 
Hong Kong men to seek wives. This field research was carried out from 
early June 2000 to January 2001 in Shenzhen and in Hong Kong. Shenzhen 
is classified as a Special Economic Zone in China and is also the Chinese 
city closest to Hong Kong. The economy and infrastructure of Shenzhen 
have been developing rapidly since the adoption of the "open door policy" in 
1978. Traveling to Shenzhen from the Kowloon Peninsula in Hong Kong 
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generally takes around an hour.^ With its proximity and the convenience of 
transportation, it is very easy for Hong Kong men to seek wives, or visit their 
girlfriends or families, in Shenzhen. 
Shenzhen is not only close to Hong Kong geographically, but it is also 
close to Hong Kong culturally when compared to other cities in mainland 
China. Hong Kong television programs can usually be watched in Shenzhen, 
and these programs are a very important means for people in Shenzhen to 
learn about Hong Kong-style Cantonese, the life-style in Hong Kong, and 
also the trends and fads in Hong Kong. 
In addition, there are large numbers of young women of marriageable 
age in Shenzhen, which is an attraction for wife-seeking Hong Kong men. 
Lee states that in 1995，the migrant population in Shenzhen was about 1.65 
million, of which the ratio of migrant to local population was 225 percent 
(1998:69). The large number of young female factory workers in Shenzhen 
is probably the main cause of such a demographic imbalance. There are 
many light industry factories in Shenzhen. These factories prefer to employ 
young women (from 15 to 30 years old) from rural villages because they are 
thought to be obedient, efficient, cheap to employ, and easy to control. In 
the Shenzhen factory where Lee (1998) conducted her participant 
observation, the company statistics showed that 96.3 percent of the female 
workers were between sixteen to twenty-nine years old, and 80 percent of 
5 It takes forty-two minutes to travel on the Kowloon-Canton Railway (KCR) train from the 
Hung Horn terminus to Shenzhen. There are KCR trains going to Shenzhen (Lo Wu 
terminus) every five minutes. For people living in the New Territories, where many working 
class people live, it would take less than half an hour for them to arrive at Shenzhen, 
including passing through two immigration checkpoints. Also, there are buses provided by 
different companies that go between Shenzhen through the three immigration checkpoints 





the workforce was women, who were at the lowest level of the production 
structure. 
Lee points out that there has been a large number of young and single 
women from the rural areas going to work in Guangdong as unskilled 
workers since the mid-1980s, mainly attracted by the high wages in factories, 
and better life-chances and independence (Lee 1998; Lang and Smart, in 
press). For example, the average monthly wage in Shenzhen in 1992 was 
about RMB$494, which was the highest in Guangdong and neighboring 
I 
provinces (Lee 1998:73). 
Apart from being attracted by the high wages, seeking freedom in 
choosing marital partners is another attraction in working in Shenzhen. Lee 
explains that "the exigencies in Shenzhen allowed women to renegotiate 
gender identity through experimenting with new dating practices" (1998:130). 
For some women from rural areas, Shenzhen is also the best place to meet 
"wealthy" Hong Kong men. 
These factory women may not be Cantonese speakers, but many of 
them 丨earn Cantonese through watching Hong Kong television programs. 
They may not speak very good Cantonese, but many of them can 
understand Cantonese after living in Shenzhen for a certain period of time. 
From the wife-seeking Hong Kong men's point of view, Shenzhen is a good 
place for them to find desirable wives. 
With the increased competition from Shenzhen matchmaking 
companies, the business of Hong Kong matchmaking companies has been 
declining in recent years. Ms Siu, the owner of the first matchmaking 
company in Hong Kong, established in 1974，told me that she has lost forty 
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percent of her business to the matchmakers in Shenzhen because her 
company provides dating services for local Hong Kong residents only. In the 
past, most of the local matchmaking companies provided matchmaking 
services to local Hong Kong residents, just like Ms Siu's. Nowadays, a 
number of Hong Kong matchmaking companies have started to provide 
dating services for Hong Kong men and mainland women. Three other local 
matchmaking companies, whose owners I have interviewed, have started 
accepting mainland women as members and providing them with dating 
services with Hong Kong men. In an interview in the Oriental Daily, Ms Siu 
explains that mainland women are prettier than Hong Kong women, so many 
of her male Hong Kong customers want to seek wives in Shenzhen {Oriental 
Daily 1999). In addition, the lower service charges of the matchmaking 
companies in Shenzhen is another attraction. 
Furthermore, Hong Kong men prefer to marry women whose 
household registry {hukou 戶口）is in Guangdong Province, or who are 
working there, because it usually takes years for the mainland wives and 
children of Hong Kong residents to receive a One-way Permit to migrate to 
Hong Kong. This way, Hong Kong men can save time and money when 
visiting their families in China. Or, the Hong Kong husband may purchase 
new types of urban residence permits or invest in property to change the 
hukou for their mainland wives (Lang and Smart, in press). Besides, many 
new housing estates have been built to attract Hong Kong buyers; according 
to a report in the South China Morning Post, "Last year (1998)，130,000 
square metres of the border city's residential property was sold to foreign 




statistics" (Sui 1999b). Sui points out that some Hong Kong people have 
moved to Shenzhen but the statistics on this trend are not available. She 
reports that the majority of Hong Kong people living in Shenzhen are men 
who have mainland wives there. In other words, it is more efficient for a 
Hong Kong husband to maintain a long-distance marital relationship in 
Shenzhen, or even move there to be with his wife, than it is in any other 
place on the mainland. 
The geographical proximity and cultural similarity, the convenience of 
transportation, and the number of single women are the main concerns of 
Hong Kong men when choosing a place for mainland-wife seeking. In the 
next chapter, I will discuss how Hong Kong people view themselves as 
different and superior to mainland Chinese, including mainlanders in 
Shenzhen, even if they are only separated by a political border. 
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The "Superior" Hong Kong Chinese 
2 The “Superior，，Hong Kong Chinese 
One would expect that Hong Kong men marrying mainland women 
would not be in a controversial position, given that both parties are ethnic 
Chinese and are simply separated by an "artificial" border. However, many 
people in Hong Kong and in Mainland China would not regard such a 
marriage as "normal." Many Hong Kong Chinese view themselves as 
different from, and even superior to, the "materialistic and uncivilized 
mainland country bumpkins." Social bias against mainland women and 
mainland immigrants is prevalent, and has been increasing in recent years. 
In the eyes of many Hong Kong people, only "stupid" men marry mainland 
women. In the eyes of many mainland Chinese, the woman who marries a 
Hong Kong man is "lucky" and "smart." In this chapter, we will first look at 
the history of Hong Kong to understand how the identity of "Hongkongese" 
(which is equivalent to the term, "Hongkonger"; both refer to 香港人， 
heunggongyahn [C]) was gradually formed among Hong Kong Chinese. I 
will then discuss how Hong Kong Chinese perceive their Hong Kong identity 
and their relationships with mainland people. It is crucial to bear this in mind 
in understanding the power relations between cross-border couples. The 
self-perception of mainland Chinese will then be explored in this chapter. 
Many mainlanders look up to the idea of "Hong Kong identity," and, as a 
result, the opportunity to migrate to Hong Kong serves as valuable means of 
symbolic capital for Hong Kong men who seek wives in mainland China. In 
order for the "Hong Kong identity" to carry the symbolic value which gives 
Hong Kong men power over their mainland wives, there needs to be both a 
Hong Kong Chinese sense of superiority and a mainland Chinese sense of 
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inferiority. After we discuss the Hong Kong Chinese-mainland Chinese 
relationship in this chapter, we will then go further by exploring the 
complicated calculations and exchanges of capital involved in cross-border 
marriages. 
As I stated in the previous chapter, the terms "Hong Kong Chinese" 
and "Hong Kong people" will be used interchangeably; the terms "mainland 
Chinese" and "mainlanders" will also be used interchangeably. I will use 
"Hong Kong Chinese" and "mainland Chinese" when the issue of ethnicity is 
emphasized. "Hong Kong people" and "mainlanders" are used in a more 
general way, when referring to people's residency and when the issue of 
ethnicity is not emphasized. 
Construction of Hong Kong Identity 
To understand the Hong Kong-mainland China relationship, it is 
essential first to explore the construction of Hong Kong identity, the self-
perception of Hong Kong Chinese, and Hong Kong Chinese's subjective 
beliefs about the differentiation between "us" and "them." The term "identity" 
here refers to the way Hong Kong Chinese define themselves in relation to 
Hong Kong and mainland China. As pointed out by Siu-Kai Lau (2000)， 
"Hongkongese" (or “Hongkonger(s)，，) and "Chinese" are the two terms 
commonly used by Hong Kong Chinese to refer to themselves, and both 
terms are considered meaningful for them. The series of eight surveys 
conducted by Siu-kai Lau from 1985 through 1995 show that the majority of 
respondents had no difficulty in choosing their primary identity, and more 
respondents adopted "Hongkongese" as their primary identity. According to 
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these surveys, the socio-demographic differences between the 
Hongkongese and the Chinese respondents were clear. Respondents who 
were females, who were Hong-Kong-born, who were more educated, and 
who had relatively higher incomes were more inclined to identify themselves 
as Hongkongese. People who claimed themselves as "Hongkongese" had a 
stronger sense of belonging to Hong Kong than the "Chinese" did, although 
they were more prepared than the "Chinese" to leave Hong Kong. These 
findings imply that respondents who were mainland-born, who belonged to 
older generations, who were less educated, and who were males, tended to 
identify themselves as "Chinese" and had a stronger sense of belonging to 
mainland China. Certainly, people's sense of identity is not always that 
clear-cut; they often have a mixed sense of belonging. When the handover 
of Hong Kong to mainland China was approaching, Wong (1995) found that 
an increasing number of Hong Kong people identified themselves as 
"Chinese". But, these surveys did not study the meanings of the identities for 
the respondents who claimed these identities. 
Through conducting in-depth interviews with his Hong Kong 
interviewees concerning the meanings of their cultural identities, Mathews 
found out that: 
Chineseness was expressed at a number of different levels: as one's 
ethnicity, and the culture of one's daily life; as one's ancestral 
background and its civilization, history, and heritage; and as the 
nationality and state to which one now belongs (2000:136). 
His interviewees who were reluctant to claim themselves as Chinese often 
defined Chineseness in terms of contemporary China's political and 
economic situations "...Hong Kong may be Chinese, but still it is 
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transcendent of China, at least of China today: it is economically affluent and 
politically open, as China is not" (Mathews 2000:139). 
Among my Hong Kong interviewees, some identify themselves as 
"Hongkongese," some identify themselves as "Chinese," and some define 
themselves as "Chinese living in Hong Kong." Their definitions of being 
Chinese and Hongkongese are similar to those of Mathews's interviewees. 
All of my Hong Kong interviewees (and many other Hong Kong people, I 
believe) consider themselves culturally different or distant from "those 
mainlanders." All except two said they think they are superior to the 
mainlanders in general. Those two exceptions believe that they are of the 
same social status as the well-educated mainlanders in big cities but 
superior to most of the "poor and uncivilized" ordinary working people in 
China. This sense of alienation of Hong Kong Chinese toward mainland 
China and mainland Chinese, and the construction of a Hong Kong identity, 
are both the result of particular historical, political, economic and social 
factors. 
Chinese have long been on the move—emigrating from China for 
centuries. Hong Kong has been the "ideal entrepot for emigration from 
China" since it became a British colony one and a half century ago (Sinn 
1995:11). Hong Kong was not treated as a "home" by many of its early 
residents who settled before the 1950s, who were mostly mainland 
immigrants, until the 1960s (Sinn 1995; Skeldon 1995). As pointed out by 
Ronald Skeldon: "There were several 'waves' of immigration from China: 
immediately after the founding of the People's Republic of China; during the 
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great famine of 1959-1961; and, most recently, in the late 1970s" (Skeldon 
1995: 52). 
Government Policy 
After the establishment of the People's Republic of China in 1949， 
mainlanders (especially those living in Guangdong Province) and goods 
continued to flow back and forth to Hong Kong (Guldin 1995; Vogel 1989). 
Since the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s, Hong Kong and China have been 
undergoing divergent political, economic and social developments although 
trade between Hong Kong and Guangdong continued—Hong Kong always 
was a laissez-faire capitalist entrepot and, later, an international financial 
center, whereas China was a closed socialist society until it adopted the 
open-door policy in 1978. Hong Kong's excellent deep harbor not only 
brought shipping businesses but also western cultural influence. The waves 
of illegal mainland immigrants sneaking into Hong Kong to escape from the 
! 
socialist regime demonstrated the negative sentiment against that regime. ‘ 
Failure of radical reforms, substantial losses in the form of people dying from 
famine, serious corruption, and a weak economy contributed to the growth of 
strong sentiment against the socialist regime among Hong Kong Chinese, 
“which naturally became a core element of the Hongkongese identity" (Lau 
Siu-kai 2000:257). In the 1960s and 1970s, many Chinese in Hong Kong 
started considering not going back to their hometowns in China but instead 
settling in Hong Kong. The colonial government introduced the rule of law, 
human rights, and later, limited democracy to Hong Kong while China was 
being influenced by the Maoist socialist reforms. Hong Kong Chinese over 
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time became more socially and culturally isolated from China, even though 
people in Guangdong and Hong Kong continued to have private contacts 
and connections. 
The building of public housing estates in the 1960s and, later, the 
government subsidized housing estates, after the disastrous fire at the Shek 
Kep Mei slum area in 1953, played an important role in building the sense of 
"home" among Hong Kong residents (Ma 1996). Many of the poor families 
started to move to tiny flats in public housing estates, and started to have 
their own private space. Almost half of Hong Kong residents had moved to 
public housing estates or government subsidized housing estates by the end 
of the 1970s (Ma 1996:25). The postwar generation that was born and grew 
up in Hong Kong treated Hong Kong as their home and did not have a strong 
attachment to mainland China. A sense of being "Hongkongese" emerged. 
Hong Kong Chinese during the 1960s and 1970s did have limited 
contacts with their mainland relatives. Hong Kong Chinese who were 
schoolchildren or teenagers back then do remember their contacts with their 
mainland relatives, but their memories are limited to sending material goods 
and money—such as western medicines, food, sewing machines, television 
sets, etc. As Vogel points out: "From the perspective of those [Hong Kong 
residents] who had become more materially advanced and secure, their 
mainland relatives seemed grasping, selfish, and materialistic..." (1989: 61). 
Ma (1996:25) points out that the education system in Hong Kong 
intentionally avoided discussing any sense of nationality or ethnicity because 
the British government treated the Hong Kong colony merely as the "go-
between" of Chinese and British trade. Not only did the local-born Hong 
40 
」 
The "Superior" Hong Kong Chinese 
Kong Chinese not have a strong sense of belonging toward mainland China, 
but also many of them were not familiar with the contemporary history of 
mainland China, especially those who were born in the late 1970s and 1980s. 
In secondary schools, unless Hong Kong Chinese took Chinese History as a 
subject to prepare for the public examinations in Form 5, students were not 
required to study any Chinese history dating from the period after the Qing 
Dynasty was overthrown in 1911. Only a minority of secondary school 
students took Chinese History for the public examination as it was not 
I 
compulsory to do so. Students in Hong Kong could hardly form a sense of 
belonging to mainland China by studying Chinese History from 3000BC up 
until the early century~a part of history that feels so distant to them. 
Nor was the subject of Chinese Language and Culture a compulsory part of 
the matriculation examination until 1993—before that time the point of entry 
to the "elite" class, through university education, did not involve learning 
one's own language, history and culture. Ma (1996:25) argues that the 
absence of the teaching about a sense of cultural identity in education left 
room for the mass media to shape Hong Kong people's identity. Mathews 
(2000:164) suggests that Hong Kong people's sense of cultural identity is 
largely shaped by worldwide market forces rather than the Chinese state. It 
seems that Ma and Mathews are making different arguments, but in fact their 
arguments are similar. The market forces shape Hong Kong people's sense 
of cultural identity through the mass media. The messages sent by the mass 
media are largely influenced by the market. 
Although Chinese was not an official language used by the Hong 
Kong Government until 1974, Cantonese, the Chinese dialect spoken in 
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Hong Kong and in Guangdong Province, has always been the dominant 
spoken language among Chinese living in Hong Kong. "The dominance of 
vernacular Cantonese among the Hong Kong Chinese and the gradual 
emergence of a distinctive popular culture based on that dialect played a 
significant role in molding the Hongkongese identity," writes Siu-kai Lau 
(2000:257). 
Influence of the Mass Media 
Television has been the main channel to promote the Cantonese-
based popular culture and to construct the Hong Kong cultural identity since 
the late 1960s and the early 1970s, when free television programs were first 
provided to the public. Ma (1996) uses Benedict Anderson's theory of 
"imagined community" to illustrate how the news reports on television helped 
Hong Kong people to "imagine" and gradually form their own sense of 
community. Hong Kong is not a nation, but a society with its own legal and 
I 
social system that enjoys a relatively high degree of autonomy; Anderson's 
theory is thus also applicable to the situation in Hong Kong. Anderson states 
that "[A nation] is imagined because the members of even the smallest 
nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even 
hear of them, yet in the mind of each lives the image of their communion" 
(1983:6). Therefore, with the visual aid of television, Hong Kong people 
were able to imagine and develop a more concrete image of Hong Kong. 
"News reports on television allowed Hong Kong residents to actually ‘see’ 
Hong Kong, which provided the sense of co-presence and community. The 
news reports created a sphere of consensus" (Ma 1996:28). 
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Television has not only helped Hong Kong people to construct a Hong 
Kong identity，but it has also helped to create the perceived opposition 
between Hong Kong people and mainland people. Since the 1970s, A 
Chaan [C] (P可燥)’ a new mainland migrant in the television drama, mohng 
jCing yahn [C](網中人)，became a popular and demeaning label referring to 
mainland people. Ma (1996) argues that Hong Kong residents strengthened 
their own "Hong Kong people" identity by giving mainland migrants a 
derogatory label and depicting them as different from themselves. Certainly, 
the television drama dramatized the differences between Hong Kong people 
and mainland migrants. "The television drama depicted A Chaan as a stupid, 
slow-to-understand, backward, poor and shallow ‘country bumpkin.' 
Compared with A Chaan, Hong Kong people are smart, efficient, 
knowledgeable, rich and ‘modern，，，（Ma 1996:29). 
A middle class made up of the postwar generation began to emerge in 
the 1980s when the finance and service industries began to develop rapidly 丨 
in Hong Kong——a time when people started to be able to accumulate wealth. 
They were the ones depicted as the smart and modern Hong Kong people in 
the television dramas. The sense of superiority among Hong Kong Chinese 
over mainland Chinese started to grow as the result of the widening gap in 
the standard of living and the level of economic development between Hong 
Kong and mainland China. Lau and Kuan (1988) found that their 
respondents' sense of belonging to Hong Kong was tremendous, and that 
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In the 1990s, social workers and the government started using the 
more politically correct term, "new arrivals" san Idih gong yahn sih [C](新來 
港人士）instead of the term, "new migrants" san yih mahn [C](新移民）to 
refer to mainland migrants.® Their intention was to eliminate the derogatory 
meanings attached to "new migrants" that I have just discussed. In daily life, 
however, we can see that such a politically correct term has not been widely 
used by the public. Yet, even if the Hong Kong public use such a new label 
and if there is no negative implications attached to the label, the term "new 
arrivals" still serves the function of distinguishing Hong Kong people ("us") 
from mainland migrants ("them"). The sense of Hong Kong identity 
continues to be reinforced by the labeling of mainland migrants as non-
Hongkongese outsiders. 
It would be a mistake to conclude that "Hong Kong culture" is ‘ 
altogether distinct from "mainland culture" simply because many Hong Kong 
I 
people think they are distant from their mainland counterparts. Many j I 
aspects of traditional Chinese ideology and practices are shared between 
Hong Kong Chinese and mainland Chinese, but Hong Kong Chinese often 
emphasize the differences between Hong Kong and China and between 
Hong Kong Chinese and mainland Chinese, which make them different from 
mainland Chinese. As Barth argues about ethnic divisions: 
The features that are taken into account are not the sum of 'objective' 
differences, but only those which the actors themselves regard as 
significant... Some cultural features are used by the actors as signals 
and emblems of differences, others are ignored, and in some 
relationships radical differences are played down and denied" 
(1969:14). 
6 Migrants from mainland China often outnumber migrants from other countries, and so 
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Hong Kong Chinese are often able to provide a list of "objective" differences 
between themselves and mainlanders, which they regard as significant. 
They often play down, if not deny, the similarities between themselves and 
mainland Chinese. Hong Kong people and mainland people are of the same 
ethnicity; yet, the prosperity and relative political openness of Hong Kong 
make Hong Kong people feel distant from and even superior to mainland 
Chinese, and gives Hong Kong men power over mainland women. 
Hong Kong People's Views of Mainlanders 
Hong Kong people's comments on the behavior of mainland Chinese 
i 
I 
can be seen as a window onto Hong Kong people's perceptions of mainland | 
r 
Chinese. In this section, I am going to cite daily examples of Hong Kong 
people's comments about mainlanders. These people are of different age 
groups and genders, and they are from different educational and social 
j 
backgrounds. The public's negative perceptions about mainlanders are an (' 
important source of social pressure for Hong Kong men who marry mainland 
women. 
There were a number of criminal offenses committed by mainland 
graduate students in Hong Kong in 2000，which were widely reported by the 
Hong Kong newspapers. Three female mainland graduate students studying 
at universities in Hong Kong stole some low-priced goods (such as socks 
and panties) from shops, and a male mainland graduate student used 
chemicals to attack a female mainland graduate student in her dormitory 
room. I suspected that those crimes, committed by highly educated 
mainlanders, might create a negative effect on the image of mainlanders in 
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Hong Kong people's minds. I talked to more than fifteen Hong Kong people 
about their views of such crimes, some of whom said those crimes did 
worsen their impression of mainlanders, although others said they did not. 
Henry, a principal civil engineer in his late thirties, explains: "No. A few 
crimes committed by mainlanders do not affect my impression toward them. 
My impression of them is bad anyway; a few more crimes do not affect it 
much. (Why would you have such a bad impression of mainlanders?) I don't 
think they've done anything that I can appreciate." 
To many Hong Kong people, mainland immigrants are not only 
responsible for the "worsening" of public security in Hong Kong, but they are 
I 
I 
also responsible for the worsening of Hong Kong's environment. The "Knock j 
Out ‘Lap Sap Chung'" (a monster figure in green with red spots made of ‘ 
trash, representing people who litter everywhere, also called, “the litter bug") 
campaign—part of the "Keep Hong Kong Clean" campaign—had to be 
I 
launched again by the Hong Kong government in late 2000，more than 丨 
twenty years after it was first launched. One of my interviewees, Mrs. Tsang, 
a Hong Kong homemaker in her early forties, blamed new mainland 
immigrants for making Hong Kong dirty: 
You know why the [Hong Kong] government has been carrying out the 
‘Keep Hong Kong Clean' campaign again recently? Because those "A 
Chaan" [a derogatory Cantonese slang referring to mainlanders] mess 
up the place [Hong Kong]. For example, when I was working in 
Central [the central business district in downtown Hong Kong] in the 
1980s, no one spit onto the ground. People already knew proper 
etiquette at that time. But now in Central, there are many "A Chaan" 
who squat on the street, litter everywhere they please and spit on the 
ground. In general, people's manners are even poorer than they were 
twenty years ago because there are many "A Chaan" here now. 
When Mrs. Tsang found that I was skeptical about her points, she 
went on to give me some "evidence" she had witnessed, 
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Sometimes I go to Shenzhen with a few other housewives for 
shopping and a body massage. The new public buses in Shenzhen 
are quite nice nowadays. But people don't care but eat whatever they 
like in the buses and throw the trash on the floor. One time I saw a 
woman eating a mandarin orange on the bus. She threw the peel and 
seeds on the floor. The whole bus was full of the smell of mandarins. 
Mainlanders do not have any sense of responsibility as citizens. 
According to some Hong Kong people, mainlanders not only mess up 
the streets but also the public toilets. On Christmas Eve 1997，I joined a tour 
going to the Grand Canyon and Las Vegas. Hong Kong people on the tour 
who had used the public toilets at the Grand Canyon were amazed by their 
cleanliness. Here is the short conversation^ between three middle-aged 
Hong Kong women who discussed the cleanliness of public toilets while they 
‘ j 
were inside the female toilet: | 
Lady A: Wow, the toilet here (at the Grand Canyon) is so clean! 丨 
Lady B: No disgusting smell. | 
Lady C: Public toilets in the States are all clean. 
Lady B: Public toilets in Hong Kong can never be compared with the 
ones here in the States. 
Lady A: Hong Kong's public toilets are dirty and smelly because of the 
new immigrants from mainland (China). They mess up our toilets! | 
Lady B and Lady C: Oh, yes. ( 
A Taiwanese friend of mine traveled to Hong Kong in early 2001. At 
dinner, he told me and two other friends that an American-born Chinese 
friend, a highly paid professor at a university in Hong Kong, was going to 
marry a Mainland woman in Shenzhen. My two friends and I were surprised. 
One friend asked immediately, "Is your ABC [American-born Chinese] friend 
old?" When we found out that the "ABC friend" was a good-looking man in 
his thirties, we were even more surprised. My two other friends (one man 
71 recorded the conversation for my undergraduate final paper on the Hong Kong's public 
toilets and cleanliness as a window into Hong Kong culture. 
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and one woman, both are recent college graduates) immediately leaned 
toward the Taiwanese friend and said, "Oh, you better ask your ABC friend to 
check whether or not his fiancee has a secret lover in Shenzhen." My Hong 
Kong friends rarely have contact with Mainland Chinese; the impressions 
they have about Mainland women are mainly from the mass media. 
Some people express their negative attitude toward mainlanders in a 
very subtle or unconscious way. For example, Monica, a Hong Kong 
graduate student, was chatting with me about her experience in traveling to 
Shenzhen: "I hate traveling to mainland China. There are always many 
people near the train station in China who ask me to take whatever transport 
they recommend. I said, "Of course, because they're able to tell that you're ^ 
i 
Hongkongese—someone they can cheat." She said, "If I looked like a 丨  
I丨 
mainland girl, I'd rather die!" As for myself, I have had an experience like this: j 
I usually wear my hair in a ponytail when I work at home. Whenever my 
I 
grandmother sees me with a ponytail, she will say, "Viki, don't wear your hair I 
in a ponytail when you go out; if you do, you will look so old-fashioned, like a ‘ 
mainland girl!" The above mentioned examples show that a person living in 
Hong Kong can hardly avoid hearing mean comments and stereotypes of 
mainlanders, which means Hong Kong men who married mainland women 
cannot avoid facing enormous social pressure. 
Hong Kong People's Views of Cross-border Marriages 
Some Hong Kong people believe that mainland immigrants are not 
only irresponsible people who are turning Hong Kong into a dirty and 
dangerous place, but they are also "parasites." "Wasting Hong Kong tax-
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payers，money" is one of the common "reasons" Hong Kong people use to 
justify their hostile attitude toward mainland immigrants. Hong Kong men's 
pregnant mainland wives, in general, often do whatever they can to come to 
Hong Kong and give birth so that the babies will have the right of abode in 
Hong Kong. Cross-border couples often plan carefully—and do their best to 
make sure the wife is pregnant a few months before she receives the Entry-
Exit Permit (the so-called, "Two-way Permit") to travel to Hong Kong. Or, 
they will apply for such a permit right after the mainland wife gets pregnant. 
The wife will then stay in Hong Kong and deliver her baby there {Oriental 
Da/7y 2001a). Very often, the mainland wife has to stay in Hong Kong for 
more than the 3-month period her permit allows. Some cross-border couples 
with less careful planning may have the mainland wife sneak to Hong Kong 
illegally，usually by boat, which is very dangerous for the pregnant woman. 
After the babies' Birth Certificates have been obtained, most mainland 
wives try to stay in Hong Kong to take care of their babies for as long as 
possible and try to avoid being caught by the police. Some mainland wives 
take the babies back to China where they are raised. When the children 
reach primary school age, their parents often send their children to study in 
Hong Kong because they think that the education system is better in Hong 
Kong than in China. (According to a News Report on the Jade Channel®, 
about 2,000 schoolchildren with the right of abode，but who live in Shenzhen 
with their mainland mothers, have to cross the border (often by themselves) 
to go to school in Hong Kong.) The children often reach primary school age 
before their mainland mother receives the One-way Permit that allows her to 
8 News Report, Jade channel, Television Broadcasting Co. Ltd., on March 4，2001. 
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migrate to Hong Kong. As a result, the responsibility of childcare will fall on 
the shoulders of the Hong Kong fathers. But the Hong Kong fathers have to 
work, so they often ask their old parents, or hire somebody, to take care of 
the children. If the Hong Kong fathers have no relatives to provide free 
childcare, or if the fathers are not able to afford to hire baby-sitters, they 
often quit their jobs to take care of their children and depend on the 
Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) to support them 
financially. 
Two of my female friends, who are college graduates in their mid-
twenties, hold negative attitudes towards cross-border marriages. One 
explained: "Those Hong Kong men who are old and poor shouldn't marry 
mainland women because they can't support their families in Hong Kong. As 
a result, the old men quit their jobs, stay home to take care of their kids and 
financially depend on the CSSA. They are wasting the tax-payers' money!" I 
tried to explain to them that most of the CSSA helps the aged and the 
handicapped, and that I had been told by a senior social worker that only ten 
percent of the total CSSA goes to single-parent families and cross-border 
families. The amount of CSSA that goes to those families is not as large as 
my friends and many other Hong Kong people might think. The other friend 
then argued, "The aged and the handicapped deserve to receive the 
assistance, but not those men! Even ten percent (of the assistance) is too 
much (to grant the Hong Kong men who marry mainland women)!" The first 
one went on to argue, "Ten percent sounds like a small number. It is a lot of 
money! I don't think they (the Hong Kong men who leave their jobs to take 
care of their children at home) deserve the assistance at all. If they couldn't 
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afford to support their families, they shouldn't have gotten married in the first 
place." 
As I have mentioned in the previous chapter, Hong Kong people often 
stereotype Hong Kong men who marry mainland women as "old, poor and 
incapable" (of marrying Hong Kong women and supporting a family in Hong 
Kong), who are usually blue-collar workers. Ms. Siu, owner of the first 
matchmaking company in Hong Kong, stated that many Hong Kong men 
who married mainland women in the late 1980s and early 1990s were 
working class men with low educational levels and monthly salaries lower 
than $10,000. They were mainly construction workers, truck drivers, cooks 
in restaurants and men of low-ranking government jobs. As we will see in 
the next chapter, most of my Hong Kong male interviewees who seek 
mainland wives are white-collar workers with a monthly salary over $10,000. 
From the information I obtained from the five matchmaking companies (four 
in Hong Kong and one in Shenzhen), today, the number of white-collar 
workers seeking mainland wives is increasing. The educational and salary 
levels of these men are generally higher than those who were looking for 
mainland wives in the early 1990s. Yet these men are often associated with 
the "old, poor and incapable" men. Having to face this social pressure and 
social stigma is an important consideration for Hong Kong men who plan to 
marry mainland women. News about Hong Kong men being cheated by their 
mainland wives (for example, Oriental Daily 20006) and family tragedies due 
to the failure of maintaining the long-distance marital relationships appear in 
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newspapers from time to time (for example, Oriental Daily 2001 f ) . These 
tragedies put extra pressure on mainland wife seekers in their decision 
making. 
There are so many daily examples that show Hong Kong people's 
negative attitude toward mainlanders that I am not able to write them all 
down. A recent survey {Ming Pao 2001 b, Oriental Daily 2001 c) conducted 
by a local welfare organization may give us a clearer picture about how Hong 
Kong Chinese and new Chinese immigrants in Hong Kong view each other. 
I 
At the end of 2000，the Hong Kong Council of Social Service conducted a 
survey on "the Cross-cultural Impression and Acceptance between Local 
Residents and New Arrivals,。to study how local residents and new 
mainland immigrants view each other. Altogether 1093 adults and 1439 
schoolchildren were interviewed. Half of the adult respondents, both Hong 
Kong Chinese and new arrivals, viewed the other party as "selfish" and 
"emotionally unstable." The report showed that Hong Kong schoolchildren 
can better accept their mainland schoolmates than Hong Kong adults can 
accept adult mainland immigrants. Dr. Mau-chiu Chan, the principal 
researcher of the study, explained that "perhaps some (Hong Kong) citizens 
think their own resources are eroded (by the new immigrants), that's why 
they would have a negative impression toward the new immigrants" {Oriental 
Daily 200^c). 
9 This article describes how an unemployed Hong Kong man committed suicide with his son 
by burning charcoal because he was depressed that he had to maintain a long-distance 
relationship with his mainland wife and younger son on the mainland. 
1° The paper is written in Chinese. The title's translation is by me. At the time this paper 
was being written, the full version of the report of the study had not yet been finished. I am 
grateful that the Council agreed to provide me with a copy of the abstract. The findings were 
reported in Ming Pao Daily, page A15, and Oriental Daily, page A12, and some other local 
newspapers on March 12, 2001. 
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Although Hong Kong Chinese view themselves as superior to 
mainland Chinese in general, they also view the well-educated mainland elite 
as a threat to them and are scared of the mainland elite to a certain extent. 
The new Admission of Mainland Professionals Scheme unveiled on March 9， 
2001, "threatened" many Hong Kong people, including college graduates. 
The Hong Kong government is trying to bring in professionals from mainland 
China as a "quick fix" to accommodate the needs of economic restructuring. 
Such economic restructuring requires a large number of information 
I 
technology and financial service professionals. This scheme has led to 
much debate and criticism. The general public is mainly concerned that, first, 
the mainland professionals would be a source of "cheap labor，，which would 
in turn lower the average income of Hong Kong professionals. Second, the 
general public worries that companies in Hong Kong will abuse the scheme 
and keep employing the "cheap professionals" from the mainland, which will 
worsen the unemployment situation in Hong Kong. Intellectuals and 
companies in Hong Kong did have some different views about the scheme 
(more positive than those of the public, although they still have some 
criticisms), but their views are unlikely to change the public's negative 
perception. 
How Do Mainland Chinese View Themselves? 
Even when people live in the same country, those in the developed 
cities or with high educational attainment often hold different views from 
those in the rural areas and those who have only graduated from secondary 
school or primary school. Mainland interviewees who are from developed 
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cities in China and those who are highly educated view themselves as 
enjoying the same social status as Hong Kong Chinese. Mainland 
interviewees who are from big cities and have received higher education 
often look down upon people from the countryside. Those who are from rural 
areas and do not have much education tend to view themselves as inferior to 
Hong Kong Chinese and to their urban counterparts. Almost half of them 
stated that mainland Chinese are inferior to Hong Kong people financially; 
but they are not necessarily inferior to Hong Kong people culturally (they are 
referring to the knowledge of Chinese literature, culture and history). Some 
of my mainland interviewees who are from underdeveloped, rural villages 
believe that it is inevitable for Hong Kong people to look down on 
mainlanders. Ling, a mainland woman in her early twenties who was born 
and grew up in a poor village in China and who has been married to a Hong 
Kong husband for one and a half years, said: "Many mainlanders deserve to 
be looked down upon. Many of them are uncivilized. They have no culture. 
Many mainland men are often impolite to women. But Hong Kong people 
know how to respect others and they are educated. People in Hong Kong 
are of a higher level." 
Before I interviewed Wei, a single mother in her late twenties who was 
looking for a Hong Kong husband, I chatted with her and her cousin, Zhi, 
who was not looking for a husband. Both of them were born and grew up in 
a poor village in the northern part of China. Zhi told me her story when I 
asked her opinion of mainland China and mainland Chinese: 
I worked in Southern China for a few years because I could make 
more money there. I supported my husband and my (natal) family 
when I was working in the South. When I was working there, we often 
asked our friends who traveled to Hong Kong to buy us chocolates 
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and McDonald's hamburgers in Hong Kong. McDonald's hamburgers 
in Hong Kong are tastier than those on the mainland. Although the 
hamburgers were already cold by the time our friends gave us the 
hamburgers they had bought in Hong Kong, they were still very tasty, 
(laughter). And we don't have those chocolates on the mainland. 
After I quit my job in the South and came back home, I found out that 
my husband was having an affair with another woman. He beat me 
up a few times when I tried to hit his mistress. He had never beaten 
me before. He beat me because of that bitch! I then opened a very 
nice restaurant in my hometown using the money I had saved from 
working in the South... I went bankrupt in seven months. Not 
because I had no patrons. I had lots of patrons, but many of them 
didn't pay! Many of them were government officials and cadres. They 
kept asking me to write down the amount of money owed and go to 
their offices later to collect the money. But when I went to their offices, 
no one was willing to pay. 
I tried to commit suicide after I went bankrupt. I cut my left wrist (on 
the surface to let it bleed). My family sent me to the hospital. They 
had to give a red envelope (with money inside) to hospital staff who 
took care of me. They had to give a lot of money to the doctor so that 
he would sew the wound well. See (she showed the scar on her wrist 
to me), the scar is very thin, not very visible. 
The images of mainland people and their perceptions about Hong 
Kong presented in Zhi's story are representative of most of the views and 
experiences stated by my mainland target interviewees. For example, the 
government officials are "corrupt," mainland men are rude to their wives, 
more mainland men are financially dependent on their wives, "you can do 
anything as long as you have money," things from Hong Kong are always 
better, and so forth. Four of my interviewees said many mainland men (both 
in the villages and in Shenzhen) beat their wives even if they are financially 
dependent on their wives' work in factories or in the service industry. The 
abused wives often tolerate it and try not to let other people know. I am not 
sure how common wife beating is in China because China is too big to be 
able to make generalizations. If it is more common than we have heard, this 
may provide some clue as to why Hong Kong men would sometimes be 
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preferred to mainland men as husbands, apart from being able to offer 
migration opportunities to their mainland wives. 
For those mainlanders who view themselves as inferior to Hong Kong 
Chinese, they are more likely to give examples of things that are worse in 
mainland but better in Hong Kong. For example, in China, there is the "rule 
of people" instead of the rule of law; people receive low salaries in general; 
traveling overseas is difficult; and there is serious corruption, etc. Yet, these 
informants never compared things that are better on the mainland to those 
that are worse in Hong Kong. For example，a more relaxing lifestyle, more 
spacious living environments, a lower cost of living are all advantages of 
living on the mainland. In Hong Kong, there is a hectic and pressured 
lifestyle, a crowded living environment, and an incredibly expensive cost of 
living. 
Interestingly, it is not only my Hong Kong interviewees who rarely talk 
about the similarities between Hong Kong and mainland or between Hong 
Kong people and mainlanders; my mainland interviewees do not discuss 
these similarities either. "We" and "us" are the terms my Hong Kong 
interviewees use when they refer to Hong Kong people, and these are also 
the terms employed by my mainland interviewees when they refer to all 
mainland people. "They" and "those" are the terms Hong Kong interviewees 
use when they talk about mainland people and vice versa. Even my Hong 
Kong interviewees who identify themselves as "Chinese" do not use "we" or 
"us" to talk about mainland Chinese and Hong Kong Chinese as one group. 
The phrase "We are all Chinese" never came up in my interviews. 
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Hong Kong Identity Card as Symbolic Capital 
Although Hong Kong's sovereignty has been returned to China, many 
mainland Chinese still treat Hong Kong as a "foreign place," as it was a 
British colony for one hundred and fifty years. Marrying a Hong Kong person 
is still seen as "marrying out" of the poor country and marrying up to a 
prosperous "Western" metropolis. As Sung (1995) indicates, the mainland 
central government imposes very strict controls on mainland people's visits 
to Hong Kong. Many mainlanders complain that it is harder for them to visit 
Hong Kong than to visit foreign countries. Guldin points out that "Hong Kong 
represents not only prosperity but also a Westernized version of prosperity; 
or most accurately, a sinicized version of Western prosperity" (Guldin 
1995:95). Hong Kong may not necessarily be considered to be a final 
destination by mainland women. It is also seen as a stepping stone for 
mainland women to get to other parts of the world. 
Having a "Hong Kong identity" is a valuable and desirable form of 
symbolic capital for Hong Kong men to exchange for the attractiveness and 
reproductive potential of mainland women. Bourdieu defines symbolic 
capital as: 
any property (any form of capital whether physical, economic, cultural or 
social) when it is perceived by social agents endowed with categories of 
perception which cause them to know it and to recognize it, to give it 
value... More precisely, symbolic capital is the form taken by any 
species of capital whenever it is perceived through categories of 
perception that are the product of the embodiment of divisions or of 
oppositions inscribed in the structure of the distribution of this species of 
capital (strong/weak, large/small，rich/poor, cultured/uncultured) (1998: 
47). 
According to my Hong Kong male interviewees (both local and cross-border 
spouse-seekers), the symbolic value of "Hong Kong Identity" was greatest in 
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the 1980s and early 1990s, before the handover of Hong Kong, and when 
the economy of China as a whole was not very developed. However, they 
are aware that the "Hong Kong identity" or the opportunity to emigrate to 
Hong Kong continues to be very attractive and appealing to most mainland 
people from non-urban areas. 
Not only are the cross-border spouse seekers aware of the symbolic 
value of Hong Kong men's "Hong Kong identity" for mainland women, many 
Hong Kong people are aware of this phenomenon too. The families or 
friends of most of my male target interviewees warned them to "be careful" of 
mainland women because those mainland women may not love them but 
simply want their money and an opportunity to migrate to Hong Kong. How 
can a Hong Kong man tell if a mainland woman wants only money or a SAR 
passport, but not love? My male target interviewees all waited for a few 
seconds before saying, "Well, [there is] not much a man can do. Hmm…By 
pure observation." Or, "By dating the mainland woman for a while and 
observing her." "Observation" seems to be the key. But no one was able to 
tell me "how long" a Hong Kong man should "observe" his relationship with 
his mainland girlfriend. Hong Kong men who are dating or looking for wives 
on the mainland are concerned about whether or not a mainland woman is 
marrying only for money. But it takes time to know a person and to tell what 
the person is actually looking for in a relationship. Among my target 
interviewees who are married, all dated their mainland wives or Hong Kong 
husbands for at least a year before they married. Five of them dated their 
husbands or wives for more than three years. 
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Another possible way of judging the motive of the wife, suggested by 
Mr. Chen, the representative of a matchmaking company in Shenzhen, is to 
look at the age gap between the couple. "If a woman is looking for a 
husband who is at least twelve to fifteen years older than she is，she 
obviously is marrying for money. It is normal or common for mainland 
women to marry a man who is within ten years of age difference," explained 
Mr. Chen. 
"Grading" of Ethnicity 
If Hong Kong men are merely looking for young and attractive women 
with strong family values who are willing to do housework, why do they not 
marry Filipinas in Hong Kong? There are about 200,000 Filipino, Indonesian 
and Thai domestic workers in Hong Kong (of which over 150,000 are 
Filipinas). Some of them are single women in their twenties who are pretty 
and speak fluent Cantonese, and many are familiar with Hong Kong culture. 
Hong Kong people in general view themselves as "racially" superior to 
Filipinos, Indonesians and Thai people. Hong Kong men are likely to feel 
superior to and feel that they have power over their girlfriends or wives of 
these three ethnicities, which may fulfill some men's need to feel "macho." If 
Hong Kong men date these women in Hong Kong, they can see each other 
often. If they get married, wives with these ethnic backgrounds can migrate 
to Hong Kong without waiting for eight to ten years. Why don't more Hong 
Kong men marry them? Why would my male interviewees prefer mainland 
women to Filipina or Indonesian or Thai women? 
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All people are ethnocentric to a certain degree. Very often, different 
ethnic groups or nationalities are ranked according to people's subjective 
opinions (although people might think they are objective). In daily 
conversation, we often hear people use "national characteristics" to describe 
the behaviors of people of other nationalities, or to explain their own 
behaviors. The conversation between the two main characters in a television 
drama, "Beautiful Life，，，” provides us some clue of Hong Kong people's 
views of Filipinas. One of the main characters—a lazy and irresponsible, 
unemployed man in his twenties with a junior high school education—says to 
his best friend, "You thought that I was having an affair with gam fuhng lohk 
seui [nickname of a Filipino woman in the drama]? Oh, no. I'm not that low 
class!" 
Not only are Filipinos viewed as "racially" inferior to Chinese, but Hong 
Kong people inevitably associate Filipinas with domestic helpers, a position 
Hong Kong people perceive as being at a low level of the social strata and 
look down upon. For the purpose of this thesis, it is important to understand 
Hong Kong people's sense of "ranking" of non-Hong Kong people. Filipinas 
are viewed as being of a lower rank than mainlanders. For Filipinas in Hong 
Kong, dating Hong Kong men may not be desirable either. Instead, as we 
often see in Hong Kong, they prefer to date Western expatriates in Hong 
Kong, possibly because of the migration opportunities such relationships 
may present, but also because of ease of communication as they both speak 
English. My male target interviewees view Filipinas as "too cheap" to date 
11 The TV drama, Meih Laih Yahn Sang 美麗人生，shown from Mondays through Fridays, 
from 7:30 p.m. to 8:30 p.m. on the Jade Channel—the Cantonese TV channel with the 
largest audience in Hong Kong. This episode was shown on Feb 7, 2001. 
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(because Filipinas，social status in Hong Kong is "too low" for them to date). 
My interviewees clearly expressed their unwillingness to be "downgraded too 
much" in Hong Kong society due to their relationship with a Filipina. Dating 
or marrying a Filipina is simply "out of the question." 
Although my Hong Kong target interviewees all claimed that the 
ethnicity of a prospective spouse was not very important as long as they 
could communicate well, in fact, they did care. Five of them told me that they 
also like Chinese women in Japan, Korea, Indonesia and Thailand. They 
explained that, first of all, these women are Chinese, and so easier to 
communicate with than women of any other ethnicity. Second, women in 
these countries are shaped by the local male-dominant cultures and are very 
submissive to their husbands, as told by my interviewees, which fits my 
interviewees' desire to seek power over their wives. They may not care too 
much about ethnicity, but they are concerned with it. Dating women of the 
same ethnicity who are viewed inferior to Hong Kong men and who look up 
to the men's identity card gives the men power in their relationships. 
Conclusion 
The different historical, political, economic and social processes Hong 
Kong Chinese and mainland Chinese have experienced since 1949 have 
contributed to the construction of a Hong Kong identity, and a more 
distanced relationship between these two groups. Not only do Hong Kong 
Chinese think they are different from their mainland counterparts, but 
mainland Chinese also think they are quite different from Hong Kong 
Chinese. Hong Kong Chinese often downplay the cultural similarities they 
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share with mainland Chinese to distinguish themselves from what they may 
see as the "backward country bumpkins." Being an international and 
prosperous metropolis, Hong Kong has long been a desirable migration 
destination for many mainland Chinese living in poor rural areas of China. 
The Hong Kong Identity Card is well known to Hong Kong people as a form 
of symbolic capital for Hong Kong men, which increases the bargaining 
power and desirability of Hong Kong men as husbands in China. Marriages 
between Hong Kong men and mainland women can be interpreted as an 
exchange of symbolic capital. 
Choosing a marital partner is a complicated dynamic process that 
involves calculations and exchange of different elements of capital. Hong 
Kong men who are more inclined to seek wives across the border do not 
merely look for life-long partners in marriage, but also, very often, power over 
their partners. To them, being "Hong Kong people" is a valuable form of 
symbolic capital that they can use to marry mainland women. Hong Kong 
people view mainlanders as inferior to themselves, and women who are 
more inclined to marry Hong Kong men often view themselves as 
subordinate to Hong Kong people economically. The symbolic value of the 
"Hong Kong identity" gives Hong Kong men extra power in cross-border 
relationships, which makes mainland women more desirable as wives. To 
many mainland women from poor rural areas or poor families, marrying 
"Hong Kong men" is perceived as hypergamous, marrying up in social status. 
Lavely (1991) points out that marriage has been one of the best ways for 
women in the rural areas in China to move up through the spatial hierarchy. 
Not only can the women's social status be improved, but so is their living 
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environment and financial status. Therefore, if a Hong Kong man marries a 
mainland woman, he is very likely to have power over his mainland wife, a 
situation which is less likely to occur between a Hong Kong man-Hong Kong 
woman couple. 
It is the discrimination of "First-World" people (Hong Kong people) 
against "Third-World" people (mainland Chinese), as well as the vulnerability 
of the "Third-World" people, that makes mainland women "desirable" as 
wives, because this vulnerability of mainland wives makes the Hong Kong 
I 
husbands "strong" and "powerful." Although mainland women are viewed as 
being from a "lower rank" society, they are of the same ethnicity as Hong 
Kong people. Hence, Hong Kong men's marriages with mainland women 
would be more acceptable than Hong Kong men's marriages with Filipinas. 
Yet, Hong Kong men who marry mainland women have to face social 
pressure and risk being looked down upon by the larger society. It is the 
struggle between being looked down upon by the larger society but looked 
up to by one's significant other, or being perceived as "normal" but looked 
down upon by one's significant other. How do Hong Kong men justify their 
decision in marrying mainland women? What are the characteristics of Hong 
Kong men who marry mainland women? These questions will be explored in 
the next chapter. 
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3 Hong Kong Men 
Among the cross-border spouse seekers, Hong Kong men usually 
take the initiative; even if the women want to take the initiative, they are 
hampered by restrictions (Please refer to Appendix 1 for application 
procedures) on traveling to meet potential Hong Kong husbands. When 
studying cross-border marriages, the first thing we need to know is: who are 
the people involved? In this chapter, I first explore the characteristics of 
those Hong Kong men who are more inclined to seek spouses across the 
border. I then talk about the attributes considered ideal for a wife as well as 
what attributes cross-border spouse seekers are actually looking for in a 
spouse in real life. By studying the men's ideas about who constitutes an 
ideal wife, we can gain insight into their conscious or unconscious 
perceptions about the power relationships they have with their existing or 
future spouses. Finally, I discuss the attitudes toward marriage held by the 
cross-border spouse seekers. 
Who is More Inclined to Marry a Mainland Woman? 
We may roughly divide Hong Kong men who are more inclined to 
marry mainland women into three groups: a) men who are from the lower-
income group and tend to hold strongly to the traditional gender roles; b) 
men who work in China; and c) men who hang out in entertainment places in 
China. The first group is the stereotypical "incapable" men: those who find it 
hard to look for desirable wives in Hong Kong—usually due to their low 
educational attainment, low income, unattractive appearance, old age, or 
some combination of these factors. It is noticeable that perceptions about 
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ideal attributes are quite culturally specific. In the following paragraphs, I 
would like to discuss the characteristics of the men who fall into this group. 
Sixteen of my male interviewees belonged to this group. All except 
two are white-collar workers, aged from twenty-six to forty-five. Their annual 
salaries range from HK$120,000 to HK$400,000'^ but one of them refused 
to tell me the amount of his salary. Fourteen of them are secondary school 
Form Five graduates, and two of them are Form Four graduates. 
However, they are not necessarily "unwanted" by Hong Kong women. 
Most of my interviewees in this group have dated Hong Kong women before, 
either when they were younger and "more handsome," or when they were 
doing better financially. Those in their late thirties and early forties said that 
some Hong Kong women are attracted to them, but those women are usually 
in their mid-thirties or late thirties—too old for them一and are not pretty. My 
interviewees are not interested in those women because they hope to date 
women in their twenties. It is possible that they might have lied about having 
some Hong Kong admirers in order to save themselves some "face" or to 
give me, a female graduate student, a better impression (This is just 
supposition.) 
This group of men has different ways of meeting potential mainland 
wives. Many of them would ask their friends or relatives to introduce "good" 
mainland women to them. These friends or relatives may be working in 
factories in Guangdong province where they could meet many mainland 
factory girls; or they might have married mainland women, and these 
mainland wives may have friends who want to marry Hong Kong men. Some 
12 The exchange rate of the Hong Kong dollar to the United States dollar is HK$7.8 to US$1. 
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of the single Hong Kong men's friends or relatives may voluntarily introduce 
"good" mainland women to them even if they have never been asked to do 
so. Some Hong Kong bachelors may employ matchmaking services. Some 
simply hang out in restaurants, karaoke boxes, pubs, or other places of 
entertainment to meet more mainland women and rely on luck to meet nice 
girlfriends or prospective wives. It may seem contradictory that these men 
go to entertainment venues to meet "decent" women for marriage. 
The second group of men seeking mainland wives is composed of the 
Hong Kong men who are stationed in mainland China for business or career 
needs. Four of my interviewees fall into this group; they are all university 
graduate professionals who hold managerial positions with annual salaries 
ranging from HK$500,000 to over a million Hong Kong dollars, and their ages 
range from twenty-eight to forty-one. They all met their wives or fiancees 
through work related encounters. Their wives or fiancees have also received 
tertiary education and hold quite high positions at work. 
Since this group of Hong Kong men spend most of their time in 
mainland China and come back to Hong Kong only two or three times a year, 
they do not have many opportunities to meet or date Hong Kong women, 
even if they or their families want them to. One of my interviewees even had 
to break up with his girlfriend in Hong Kong because it was too hard to 
maintain such a long-distance relationship. 
The third group includes the Hong Kong men who travel around or 
hang out in entertainment places and date women for fun in mainland China 
and unintentionally develop affection for a woman. Four of my male 
interviewees fall into this group. Three of them met their wives or girlfriends 
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when they were traveling in mainland China. One tried to meet and date 
mainland women in places of entertainment. The age of my interviewees in 
this group ranged from twenty-three to thirty-three. Three are white-collar 
workers and one is a blue-collar worker. Their annual salaries range from 
HK$120,000 to over HK$400,000. The two who are married are Form Five 
graduates (who have completed high school education). For the two who 
are single, one is a master's degree holder, and the other one graduated 
from university. 
I 
My Hong Kong male interviewees, and the Hong Kong men who are 
doing businesses in China, told me that the number of men who hang out 
with mainland women for fun but end up marrying them has increased since 
Shenzhen and other mainland Chinese cities near Hong Kong have 
becomes more developed in their economy, infrastructure and entertainment 
businesses. The difference between this group of men and the first group 
lies in their intentions. To put it bluntly, the original intentions of many in this 
group were to meet women for fun or for casual sex, whereas the intention of 
those in the first group was to meet women for marriage. Some of the Hong 
Kong men in the third group who married mainland women did not expect or 
plan to seek spouses in mainland China. My interviewees told me that many 
of the men in the third group hung out in discos, karaoke boxes and bars in 
Shenzhen or some other places in Guangdong Province and had fun there. 
They met women and started dating them "out of curiosity." They did not 
expect their relationships to last long. As time went by, affection developed 
between the couple, or the woman got pregnant, so they ended up getting 
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married. Only four of my male interviewees belong to this group. But many 
of my interviewees' friends fall into this group, from what they told me. 
I must emphasize that none of my single male interviewees restricted 
themselves to looking for wives only on the mainland. None of my married 
male interviewees, or interviewees who are dating mainland women, ever 
anticipated that they would do so when they were younger. All of the 
bachelors are, at the same time, looking for wives in Hong Kong and in 
mainland China, and even in some other Asian countries. Indeed, three of 
them told me that they would not date mainland women in the future if they 
broke up with their current mainland girlfriends. Two of them found it too 
hard to maintain long-distance relationship, and one found it too difficult to 
communicate with mainland women. 
What are Hong Kong Men Looking for in a Wife? 
The attributes of an ideal partner are largely influenced by one's 
culture. People do not have to calculate their own capital when dreaming of 
a perfect partner, but they do have to consider their own capital in pursuing 
and choosing a marriage partner in real life. Therefore, I asked my 
interviewees two separate questions: What are the attributes of an ideal wife 
that they dream of; and what are the attributes of a wife they seek in real life. 
We will then see the cultural ideal of a wife in Hong Kong and the 
calculations of Hong Kong men in choosing a partner in real life. 
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Ideal Wife Attributes 
All of my male interviewees stress that while the kind of wife they look 
for in real life is different from that of their ideal, they do have a list of 
attributes of an ideal wife in mind. The four most important attributes of an 
ideal wife they expressed to me are: a) attractive appearance (for example, 
with a face like that of Michelle Reis, a beauty queen and movie star in Hong 
Kong, and with the bodily figures of Christy Chung, another beauty queen 
and movie star in Hong Kong, or that of Shu Qi, a Taiwanese movie star in 
Hong Kong); b) nice personality; c) educational attainment or intelligence; 
and d) occupation or financial status. Appearance and personality are 
ranked as the most important attributes, which are much more important than 
educational attainment and occupation. Fourteen of my interviewees choose 
appearance as the most important attribute of an ideal wife. Ten out of 
twenty-four interviewees find it hard to rank the importance of appearance 
and personality because they are both seen as being extremely important. 
Since the first thing my interviewees are attracted to in a woman is her 
appearance, it ranks higher for them than personality. Concerning 
"personality," there are various interpretations. Here are some qualities most 
sought by my interviewees: a) gentle and caring, wan yahu tai tip [C](溫柔體 
貼；my interviewees could reply without thinking. In fact, Hong Kong people 
always use these two terms to describe the ideal "nice and decent" women.)； 
b) kind-hearted; c) understanding; d) elegant, si mahn daaih fdng [C](斯文大 
方)；e) having good interpersonal skills; and f) adhering to traditional family 
values. 
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All local-born Hong Kong men I have interviewed, regardless of the 
places in which they are looking for a spouse, the ethnicity of their wife, their 
income，or their educational attainment, shared this mate preference. 
However, their interpretations of and demand for each attribute varies. For 
example, George, a young engineer with a master's degree, prefers a 
woman with college education; whereas for John, an accounting clerk in his 
late thirties, high school graduation is enough. But both of them think 
educational attainment or intelligence is not an important quality for a woman 
to be an ideal wife. 
At first, I supposed that there would be differences in mate preference 
among men who have different educational attainments, income levels, or 
occupations. For example, I thought a man with a high level of educational 
attainment might put more emphasis on his partner's educational attainment. 
To my surprise, this was not the case. Men with high levels of educational 
attainment put no less weight on their partner's appearance. Men in general 
value the beauty and personality of their partners very much, at least as an 
ideal. 
Apart from the attributes of a prospective wife, there is one key 
consideration that is as important as the woman's beauty and personality 
and far more important than her educational attainment and occupation—the 
ideal wife should treat her husband "very nicely." Again, this is subject to my 
interviewees' own interpretations. For example, according to my 
interviewees, a wife should be totally devoted to her husband and very 
affectionate to him; in case her husband is very busy at work and does not 
have much time to spend with her, she needs to be understanding and 
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should not complain; and she should also care for him and give him face in 
front of his friends. 
In Real Life 
In marriage, there is exchange of capital between the couple. My 
interviewees point out that in real life, the importance of the spousal 
attributes they look for is somewhat different, and demand for each attribute 
is subject to their own capital as husbands. In general, the most important 
attributes are (in descending order): nice personality, attractive appearance, 
educational attainment and occupation. The most important considerations 
are the couple's compatibility and ability to communicate. 
Although compatibility and communication are said to be the two most 
important considerations, and the personality of the spouse is thought to be 
more important than her appearance, my interviewees say that the very first 
thing they, and men in general, pay attention to is still appearance. My 
observations of matchmaking activities support this view as well——men only ！ 
take the initiative to talk to younger and nicer looking women. When men 
actually look for wives, they do not expect their wives to be as beautiful and 
attractive as movie stars. Still, they need to find the prospective wives hahp 
ngaahn yuhn [C](合目艮緣)，be attracted to a person at the first sight. The 
degree of attraction suggested by this term is not as strong as the expression, 
"love at the first sight." The person simply feels that s/he likes the other 
person. Hahp ngaahn yuhn is very subjective; even the most experienced 
matchmaker or the most observant researcher would not be able to tell and 
analyze. 
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Beauty and nice personality are the two most valuable forms of 
symbolic capital held by women, as told by my interviewees and showed by 
various studies (Elder 1969; Harrison and Saeed 1977; Jian 1995; Tu and 
Li1997; Li and Tu 1998). Information provided by the matchmaking company 
in Shenzhen and four in Hong Kong with over two thousand male members, 
including both mainland China and Hong Kong local and cross-border male 
spouse seekers, echoed this view. For example, George explained, 
If a woman isn't pretty, who is going to discover her nice personality 
and talents? Unless you work at the same place as the not-pretty 
woman, and you're forced to have lots of contact with her and 
discover her nice personality, a man usually does not pay attention to 
discovering the nice personality of women who are not pretty. 
The experienced staff at the matchmaking company in Shenzhen and some 
other interviewees with different economic, educational and social 
backgrounds suggested this same view. 
Relatively speaking, the educational level and the occupation of a 
woman are less important as forms of cultural and economic capital as they 
j 
are for men. Ms Cheung, the owner of a Hong Kong matchmaking company, 
told me that even her male clients who were professionals in their early 
thirties with at least bachelor's degrees looked for beautiful women and put 
less emphasis on the women's educational attainments and occupations. In 
the beginning, Ms Cheung tended to introduce male professionals with 
female professionals of similar economic and educational backgrounds. 
However, the responses she got were very consistent; to quote the response 
of one young professional, "I want a beautiful woman.丨 must be a beggar if 
I'd need a rich girlfriend!" 
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A market research company, Asia Market Intelligence (AMI) 
conducted a survey^^ {Apple Daily 2000c： Ming Pao Daily News2000c] Sing 
Pao Daily 2000b) on Hong Kong people's attributes of an ideal partner. AMI 
found out that among the four factors, namely, personality, financial stability, 
intelligence and physical attraction, 77 percent of Hong Kong male 
respondents (altogether 1000 Hong Kong men and women were interviewed) 
said that personality is the most important attribute of an ideal partner，and 
11 percent of them cited financial stability as the most important. Intelligence 
and physical attraction were the least important attributes, with each group 
picked by only 6 percent of men. "Male respondents cited 'cheerful, gentle, 
easy-going, kind-hearted and quiet' as the characteristics they would look for 
in an ideal partner，，AMI'S findings seem to be contradict what I have found, 
but Goffman points out that “•••when the individual presents himself before 
others, his performance will tend to incorporate and exemplify the officially 
accredited values of the society, more so, in fact, than does his behaviour as 
a whole" (1959:44). People tend to give culturally ideal answers during | 
interviews. Thus, many the respondents of AMI'S survey and my 
interviewees emphasized the importance of the personality of a prospective 
spouse and their compatibility. Yet when they are actually paying for the 
matchmaking services, their first concern—appearance—stands out. 
Concerning the age of prospective wives, all of my Hong Kong 
interviewees prefer marrying women who are in their mid-twenties to early 
thirties, depending on the man's age. Yet, if they are to marry mainland 
women, they would marry mainland women who are in their twenties as 
13 For details, please visit: http://www.ami-group.com/news/ideal partner.htm. 
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wives because of the women's reproductive potential. As I mentioned in the 
Introduction, mainland wives of Hong Kong men often have to wait for as 
long as eight years to migrate to Hong Kong.^^ All of my Hong Kong target 
interviewees would prefer to wait to have children (if they want to have any 
children) until their (future) mainland wives have migrated to Hong Kong. 
Therefore, my male interviewees tend to look for younger women who would 
still have high reproductive potential after waiting for a few years to have 
migrated to Hong Kong. 
People are supposed to share the rest of their lives with their spouses, 
so being compatible and having good communication with one's partner is 
essential for a long-lasting relationship. My male interviewees all pointed out 
that communication determines the success of a marriage to a large extent, 
and they all emphasized the importance of communication between the 
couple during our interviews. Therefore, they all prefer to have spouses who 
share their same culture and ethnicity. In other words, the more similar their 
cultural backgrounds are, the more preferable they are. Therefore, this is the 1 
"advantage" of having a Hong Kong wife, which I will discuss in the next 
section, "Mainland Women vs. Hong Kong Women." 
My interviewees are conscious about the cultural differences between 
Hong Kong people and mainland people, even if the mainland people are 
from big cities. My Hong Kong interviewees claim that ethnicity is no more 
than an indicator of the degree of compatibility of a couple. Yet, my 
interviewees said that if they had to marry non-Chinese women, they would 
14 According to my interviewees, if the couple has connections with, or is willing to bribe 
high-ranking officials in the Mainland's Immigration Department or other relevant authorities, 
the waiting time for the One-way Permit can be shortened. How long the waiting time will be 
shortened depends on the closeness of such relations and the amount of the bribe. 
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prefer Chinese-looking women to non-Chinese looking women or to women 
with darker skin. Through this preference, we are able to see the importance 
of ethnicity in mate choice. As I have showed in the previous chapter, the 
importance of ethnicity can be seen through the subtleties of my 
interviewees' comments. Ability to communicate with one's spouse is no 
doubt a fundamental concern. However, it can also be treated as a 
justification for ethnic discrimination in not choosing a spouse of particular 
skin color or ethnicity (for example, not considering marriage with Filipinas in 
I 
Hong Kong). 
Mainland Women vs. Hong Kong Women 
My Hong Kong male interviewees seem to be clear about what they 
are looking for in a wife, and the aspects that make mainland women fit their 
i 
ideal. Do they think mainland women embody more of their ideal wife j 
attributes than Hong Kong women? From my Hong Kong male interviewees' 
ij 
point of view, mainland women clearly have more attributes for being an ！ 
ideal wife than Hong Kong women do, although they state that they cannot 
make such generalization. They point out that there is no distinct set of 
national or ethnic characteristics which are shared among people of a 
particular country or ethnicity. They also suggest that mainland women's 
characteristics vary in different provinces and cities. Yet, still, they are able 
to set out a list of characteristics of mainland women and Hong Kong women. 
These images are consistent among my male Interviewees and are similar to 
what the Hong Kong mass media has been reporting and what I, as a 
Hongkongese, have always heard. In this section, I will summarize these 
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images of mainland women and local-born Hong Kong women, and the Hong 
Kong men's justifications for those images. 
Television programs, movies, news reports, and newspaper articles 
are the main channels through which the mass media conveys information to 
the public. To make audiences laugh, or to make the content seem more 
"realistic," television programs and movies often make use of current 
stereotypes. Yet, this practice not only reflects the current stereotypes about 
mainland people or Hong Kong people, if also reinforces those stereotypes. 
Images of mainland Chinese in Hong Kong movies are mostly negative, as 
uncivilized and stupid "mainland cousins" who are inferior to Hong Kong 
people (Ma 1996:29; Shih 1998:305). 
Mainland women are often portrayed as mistresses or prostitutes in 
Hong Kong. The impression that the number of Hong Kong men keeping 
( 
mistresses on the mainland, especially in Guangdong Province (which is the 
closest to Hong Kong), is increasing. There are no official figures available 
for the number of mistresses currently being kept. However, the increasing 丨  
number of news articles in Hong Kong newspapers related to this issue, the 
increasing number of studies about mistresses by scholars (e.g. Lang & 
Smart, in press) and charities, and even the increasing number of stories told 
by friends and neighbors tell us that quite a large number of Hong Kong men 
keep mistresses on the mainland. News reports in Hong Kong about 
mainland Chinese often focus on prostitutes (e.g. Apple Daily 2000a; Sing 
Tao Daily 2000), mistresses, new migrants and illegal immigrants. From 
time to time, the Hong Kong police will successfully catch a group of illegal 
mainland prostitutes (mostly young mainland women in their twenties, but 
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there are also middle-aged mainland women) who have come to Hong Kong 
to work as prostitutes while here on the Two-way Permits that allow them to 
stay in Hong Kong for up to three months. Photos and videos of how middle-
aged women from the mainland look for aged Hong Kong clients in public 
parks and where they sell sex have been reported and shown in Hong Kong 
newspapers (e.g. Oriental Daily 2000b) and on television programs. 
Because of this coverage, Hong Kong people often associate young 
mainland women with mistresses or prostitutes. 
Mainland women who have married Hong Kong men are portrayed in 
two extreme images, which are the two extremities of a continuum; such 
images have been constructed by Hong Kong people and the Hong Kong 
mass media. These women are either materialistic gold-diggers who are 
only after Hong Kong men's money, or housewives with traditional Chinese 
family values. However, the Hong Kong mass media often like to emphasize 
the negative image of mainland women and rarely discuss the positive 
j丨 
aspects of mainland women. The way a local magazine reported a 丨 
matchmaking trip that I am going to discuss in Chapter 5 is a good example 
of the perception of Hong Kong publications on mainland women. There are 
other images, but these are the two most prevalent ones. In seeking 
spouses, I assumed that Hong Kong men would only consider "decent" 
women. Therefore, I asked my male interviewees to compare "decent" 
women from mainland China as wives with those from Hong Kong. 
In comparing the pluses and minuses of having mainland wives with 
those of having locally born Hong Kong wives, the pluses of having mainland 
wives are seen as exactly the minuses of having Hong Kong wives, and vice 
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versa，according to the people I interviewed. It is unfair to mainland women 
and Hong Kong women to casually make the following generalizations about 
them. However, this is what many people believe to be generally true. Here, 
let me first talk about the characteristics of mainland women as imagined and 
constructed by Hong Kong people. 
Mainland Women 
Mainland women are thought to be "prettier"—with fair and delicate 
skin, and with better figures—usually slim, taller and with bigger breasts than 
Hong Kong women. An article in the Oriental Daily (2000c) reports the result 
of the web users' vote on which place has the highest number of beautiful 
Chinese women. Web users' comment on Hong Kong women say that 
"Hong Kong women are really ugly; girls from other places are really | 
I 
I 
beautiful. Just look at Zhang Min and Li Zhi [they are well-known, beautiful 丨 
movie stars in Hong Kong from mainland China], then you'll know." The rank 
i •• 
i ‘ 
of the beauty of Hong Kong women is sixth out of twenty cities. Taiwan girls I“ 
are the prettiest because, the web users guess, "the Nationalist Party took 
too many beautiful girls from mainland China to Taiwan" {Oriental Daily 
2000c). Shanghai is another place that produces lots of beautiful girls 
according to this web site. Perception of beauty is subjective and abstract. 
From ethnic Chinese's comments on Chinese women of different hometowns, 
we may understand more on how beauty is defined by Chinese people in 
general. 
Since most of the mainland women are from poor Chinese families, 
my interviewees believe they are used to doing housework, are "unspoiled," 
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"less demanding," or "more easily satisfied, materially." Mainland wives are 
usually economically dependent on their Hong Kong husbands, so they are 
more "submissive," "gentler," "more caring" and "treat their husbands nicer" 
than Hong Kong women do, according to this stereotype. 
However, since mainland women are from another culture, they do not 
know the proper etiquette in Hong Kong (even college graduates may not 
know much about such etiquette). Their "improper" behavior may cause 
embarrassment to their Hong Kong husbands or boyfriends or make them 
feel uneasy. Let me cite some examples raised by my male interviewees. 
First, mainland women may fidget with their legs or feet when they sit down 
and relax, which is considered very impolite and "uneducated" in the Hong 
Kong context. Second, mainland women are said to make lots of noise when 
they eat, which is also considered improper in Hong Kong (and in many other 
places, too). Third, my male interviewees do not like women who smoke, 
I 
because many people in Hong Kong still associate women who smoke with 
' I 
；I 
"indecent" women, or even with prostitutes. However, they have observed 
that many mainland women smoke. Also, because of the cultural barrier, 
Hong Kong men often need to spend more time and put more effort in 
communicating with mainland women. Additionally, with the more restricted 
information flow in mainland China, many mainland women do not know how 
to dress up and have had less exposure to the outside world. Furthermore, 
since many of them are not well educated, and may not have had many 
opportunities to develop their careers, they are stereotyped as less intelligent, 
more dependent financially and unable to offer useful advice to husbands, as 
compared with Hong Kong women. 
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Hong Kong Women 
Since local-born Hong Kong women usually have higher levels of 
educational attainment than mainland women do, they are thought by Hong 
Kong men to be more intelligent and smarter than mainland women. Living 
in a wealthy international metropolis with unrestricted information flows 
ensures that Hong Kong women have had more exposure to the world, 
explain my Hong Kong interviewees. Therefore, they know the social 
etiquette and know how to dress; and their husbands or boyfriends will have 
"face" when bringing them to different social occasions. Many Hong Kong 
women, especially single women, have their own jobs or careers, so they are 
comparatively more financially independent than mainland women. As Hong 
Kong women share the same culture and language with Hong Kong men, 
they are easier to communicate with, compared with mainland women. 
I 
Furthermore, it is easier for Hong Kong men to maintain a relationship with 
Hong Kong women than with mainland women because the couple will be p 
able to see each other as often as they like when they live in the same city. 
This would not be possible if the men were dating mainland women. 
In my Hong Kong interviewees' opinions, many Hong Kong women 
are not pretty, for example, they do not have as fair or delicate skin as 
women from the northern part of China do, and they often have pimples. 
Hong Kong women are thought to have poor figures in the sense that they 
are usually short and flat-chested. 
Apart from being seen as "ugly", Hong Kong women are also viewed 
as "vain, demanding and spoiled." One possible explanation of why Hong 
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Kong women are seen as so "demanding" is that since most single Hong 
Kong women have their own jobs or careers, they tend to expect more from 
their boyfriends or husbands. After a whole day's work, Hong Kong women 
may feel too tired to do housework and shoulder this "double burden." In an 
interview with the South China Morning Post, the owner of Fortunate 
Marriage Service, Ms Siu-man Siu, suggested that "While mainland women 
are famous for their tenderness, Hong Kong women are well-known for being 
‘fussy and arrogant'" (Lee 2001 ； see also Vittachi 2001). My interviewees 
also think Hong Kong women are not as gentle and caring as mainland 
women. Being economically independent and taking an important role in 
supporting the family financially alongside their husbands, Hong Kong wives 
are able to have more power at home. As a result, they may not be as 
submissive to their husbands as the financially dependent mainland wives. 
•i 
Ms Siu also said that "many [Hong Kong] women simply don't realise the 
I 
coming of the ‘storm’ [i.e. that many Hong Kong men are attracted to 
. I 
mainland women] and are still being unrealistic [i.e. very demanding about 丨 
their relationships despite the keen competition from mainland China]." 
David, a Hong Kong interviewee in his mid-thirties, explains how hard 
it is to please Hong Kong women intellectually with his example of joke telling: 
It is difficult to impress or satisfy Hong Kong women. They are so 
intelligent that it is hard to make them laugh by telling ordinary jokes. 
You have to think of some very good ones to make them laugh. Since 
they have more exposure to the world and have easy access to 
information, they might have heard of those jokes already. Yet, even 
a stupid joke can impress a mainland woman and make her laugh to 
death. 
As suggested by all of my Hong Kong male interviewees, men in 
general get a sense of achievement or have their sense of masculinity 
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fulfilled from making a woman "happy." The simplest way to make a 
woman "happy" would be to make her laugh, as David suggests. The ability 
to make one's partner laugh may seem to be a minor point in maintaining a 
happy marriage; however, it is essential. If a man has to put much effort into 
making his wife or girlfriend laugh, he is likely to feel pressured or to 
encounter difficulties in satisfying her other intellectual or emotional needs. 
In other words, a Hong Kong man is likely to have less pressure (or no 
pressure at all) in dating a less educated mainland woman as she will be 
I 
relatively easy to impress intellectually. In this case, the Hong Kong man's 
sense of masculinity and sense of achievement could be fulfilled much more 
easily than by dating a "smarter" Hong Kong woman. 
It is interesting to note that, according to a survey conducted in Hong 
Kong, Shanghai and Taipei by Reader's Digest: "Hong Kong women are less 
career-minded than their counterparts in Shanghai and Taipei and more 
I 
traditional in their views on sex and marriage" (Chak 2001 ； Ming Pao 2001a; 丨 
I 
Oriental Daily 2001 b). Victor Fung Keung, the Chinese edition editor-in-chief ‘ 
of Reader's Digest, told the reporter that "Hong Kong ladies are Westernised 
only on the surface. Deep down they still hold firmly to traditional Chinese 
values as they are very proud of being Chinese. And their respect for the 
institution of marriage and family is core to the Chinese culture" (Chak 2001). 
The importance of knowing the most prevalent stereotypes concerning 
mainland and Hong Kong women by Hong Kong people (or men) is to help 
us in understanding the mate preference and mate choice of Hong Kong 
men. Therefore, I will not discuss whether or not the above-mentioned 
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characters are actually "good" or "bad", nor will I discuss the "truth" of these 
characteristics. 
The most important thing to note here is that the attractiveness of 
mainland women—being gentle, caring and physically attractive—are the 
most important attributes of potential wives in the eyes of Hong Kong men, 
whereas the attractiveness of Hong Kong women—being intelligent and 
economically independent—is seen as the least important attribute of 
potential wives. Being intelligent and economically independent may be 
interpreted as a potential threat to a man's masculinity. 
Hong Kong Men's Attitudes toward Marriage 
The ideal attributes of a wife reflect Hong Kong men's attitudes toward I 
marriage and the roles of husband and wife. All of my male interviewees 
I 
think marriage is a natural stage of life in which people will somehow 
I 
"naturally feel" the need for a "home," or to have children, when they reach a 
ill 
certain age and as a result get married. Two of my interviewees said they '' 
wanted to get married because they wanted to have children. Six of them 
said they wanted to have partners to spend the rest of their lives with, so 
they were thinking about getting married. Twelve of them pointed out that 
having someone to spend the rest of their lives with does not necessarily 
mean they need to get married. Instead, marriage is simply a ritual to gain 
social and legal recognition of a couple's relationship. They said because 
they are men, they do not necessarily need such recognition; but it is 
different for women, because women need social and legal recognition for 
"protection". Women need such recognition to protect their "decent women" 
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reputation, and to secure or protect their well-being, especially financial well-
being, in case of separation. Although attitudes toward marriage have been 
changing in Hong Kong so that more couples choose to live together rather 
than getting married, the view of getting married for the sake of protecting the 
women is still prevalent. 
None of my interviewees' families are pushing them to get married, 
although some feel that their parents are worried that they will stay single. 
They said their parents or families did not have much influence on their mate 
choices. Most of their families or friends warned them to "be careful" of 
mainland women because mainland women may not love them but simply i } 
want their money or the opportunity to migrate. 
！ 
Hong Kong Men's Sense of Masculinity and Femininity 
I 
A man's attitude toward marriage and the roles of husband and wife 
I 
are closely related to his interpretation of masculinity and femininity. That 
i:丨i 
•丨I� 
Hong Kong men are able to get a "good bargain"—spending less money on ’ 
marrying an attractive young wife in China—is too shallow an analysis. We 
are not explaining why Hong Kong people like buying cheap electronic 
appliances or comforters in China; a "good bargain" is not enough for 
understanding why mainland wives are preferred. No wonder that the low 
cost of living in China is an important consideration, it is crucial to note the 
underlying meaning of the "financial capability of supporting a family," and 
that economic power is one of the most important criteria in defining a man's 
masculinity. Hong Kong men's ability to support and satisfy their wives 
materially or economically is closely and positively linked to the sense of 
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masculinity that they have acquired through socialization. Cheung et al. 
cited the findings in the 1986 Social Indicators Survey: 
[M]en were expected to be aggressive, ambitious, decisive, hard 
working, strong, independent, and the provider of the family. Women, 
on the other hand, were expected to be gentle, affectionate, 
considerate, mindful of their appearance, concerned with household 
chores and childminding (1997:211). 
Such findings showed that the idea of men belonging to the public sphere 
and women belonging to the private sphere was held in Hong Kong people's 
minds. 
In the minds of my male target interviewees, a "capable" or "good" 
man should be the breadwinner of his family, and a "good" wife should 
provide and take care of the warm and comfortable home for the 
j I 
breadwinner. These values are implied by the ideal wife attributes discussed 
above. The ideal case is that the husband is able to satisfy all the needs of 丨 
I 
his wife: financially and emotionally. He should provide a "carefree" 
I 
"comfortable life" for his wife, and children if they have any, so that his wife 
• t 
does not have to work but can simply enjoy life at home. If she likes, she 
can choose to develop her own career. If she does not like the hectic work 
life in this contemporary capitalist society, she can choose to stay at home, 
be the homemaker (child-bearer and child-rearer) and do whatever she likes. 
All of my male interviewees shared this ideal. This ideal seems to be held by 
many people in Hong Kong, and in many other societies, too. If the husband 
can satisfy all his wife's needs, he will then gain much "face" from his and his 
wife's friends and relatives. 
The idea of masculinity and femininity is constantly defined and 
negotiated by both genders. A man needs recognition and 
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acknowledgement from his significant other—his wife. His wife does not 
necessarily need to say to her husband, "You are so manly!" to make him 
feel like "a man": she can convey this sentiment in a more subtle way—by 
being a "feminine woman." A woman's appearance, the way she talks, her 
behavior, her devotion to her family, etc., all contribute to the degree of a 
woman's femininity in men's minds. In analyzing the mail-order oriental bride 
phenomenon in the United States, Wilson suggests that "Southeast Asian 
women, less urban, less modern, less spoiled, offer the [American, 
I 
Australian or European] men old-fashioned power and service" (Wilson 1988: 
123). The characteristics of Southeast Asian women portrayed by the 
matchmaking advertisements studied by Wilson are similar to that of 
mainland women perceived by many Hong Kong men. The willingness of i 
mainland women to be housewives and serve their husbands offer Hong 
I 
Kong men the same "old-fashioned power and service" as suggested by 
I 
Wilson. Joseph, an engineer in his thirties, explained the "trick" mainland 
I丨: 
11； 
women use to please their men: 丨' 
Mainland women and Taiwanese women are very sai leih [C]^ ® (犀 
利)一they know how to steal men's hearts and keep them. They can 
act as if they really love the man. For example, they may say softly to 
their Hong Kong boyfriends, "Oh, I miss you very much. When will 
you come to see me?" They serve the man very well. They cook 
soup and wait for the Hong Kong man to visit them. How can you find 
a Hong Kong girl who would do this? All men like to be heroes. The 
ways those mainland women treat Hong Kong men satisfy or fulfill the 
men's unconscious desire to be heroes. 
He later added: "When Hong Kong men cross the border, they feel like they 
are the ‘men’ they want to be." Joseph and many of my male interviewees 
thought Hong Kong women were too "vain, domineering and demanding," so 
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that they were easily "defeated" by their mainland counterparts. Using their 
feminine traits to satisfy the men's sense of masculinity so as to reach their 
goals could be a good way for the mainland wives to seek power in the 
relationships. 
Power Relations between Husband and Wife 
Having power over somebody is an abstract concept. Nineteen out of 
twenty-four of my target male interviewees said they expect or need to have 
I 
power over their wives, but they said they did not necessarily need to seek 
control over their wives. Rather, they want to "have more say" when making ； 
f. i. 
decisions for their families because they are or would be the main financial 
supporters of their families. It is possible that they might not tell me, a 1 
female graduate student who might be a feminist, their desire to seek control 
I over their wives in order to better my impression of them as open-minded 
I 
and liberal men. They hope they are or will be able to satisfy the needs of 
Ivi 
' i • 
their (future) wives. If their wives are not satisfied, the men will be viewed as '' 
having failed to fulfill their duty as men, which will in turn threaten their sense 
of masculinity. Therefore, when men choose girlfriends or wives, they 
usually want those who have lower social status or lower levels of income or 
lower levels of educational attainment than they do. This is because these 
men need to have power over "their women," and because they are socially 
expected to be the breadwinners of their families. All of my male 
interviewees found this very common among men. Five of my target male 
interviewees (all of them were single) accept having girlfriends who have 
15 A term to describe people who have some hidden power that others cannot undermine. 
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higher social status or income than they do because they can gain face by 
being capable to attract higher social status women; however, they would 
prefer not to have girlfriends like that. When analyzing the studies of the 
Family Planning Association of Hong Kong on Hong Kong young adults' 
attitudes toward gender roles, Cheung et ai. state that: 
Not only did men uphold the inequality between the genders, but 
women also imposed restrictions on themselves. The patriarchal or 
male-dominant values were still accepted by both genders. More than 
75% of the 1，305 men and women aged 18 to 27 agreed with the idea 
that the wife belonged to the husband (1997:218). 
I 
The ideal wife attributes and the "good" and "bad" qualities of women from 
the point of view of my Hong Kong interviewees tell us about their attitudes 
toward marriage and their power relations with their (potential) wives. 
Preference or desire for a particular set of characteristics of a spouse is not i 
inborn, but is culturally specific. Beyond this, people's mate preferences are 
I 
not only shaped by their own culture, economic status, and gender, but also 
1 
by the political and economic power of their own countries and the power 
I丨 
丨I. 
relations between different localities. The economic disparity between Hong •• 
Kong and mainland China gives Hong Kong men the power to dominate their 
mainland wives. Wilson explains this relationship in the case of American 
men marrying Asian women: 
The attraction of American men for Asian women is not a timeless, 
spontaneous, biological phenomenon. Desire expresses itself in 
specific cultural forms and emerges within a culture at a particular 
period in time. Sexuality and attraction do not form a "natural" realm 
separate from the "cultural" realm of kinship, politics, and economics; 
rather, they take their place within the overall system of social 
relations. Where inequality and domination exist among the 
members of a society or community, sexuality and "eras" will embody 
this pattern of relationships... (1988:122-123). 
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If a man has a girlfriend or wife who enjoys higher income or social 
status than he does, he would be laughed at as beih neuih yahn keh jyuh [C] 
(被女人騎住)，"being ridden on (like an animal) by a woman," which is a very 
humiliating slang used to demean a man in Hong Kong. People will usually 
laugh at him behind his back. Every man knows he will be laughed at in 
such a situation. Hong Kong men I interviewed were aware of this. Most of 
them did not want to be looked down but a few said they would not mind 
because they should be good enough to be able to attract a more successful 
wife. One cannot underestimate the power of social pressure. In order not 
to "lose face", or not to be "ridden on," men usually prefer to have girlfriends ii 
or wives who are less successful than they are. On the other hand, women 
‘ I 
are generally hypergamous. All of my male interviewees believed that it is 丨 
very common for women to look for husbands who enjoy higher social status 丨 
！ 
and income than they do. My interviewees found this "very normal" because 
they strongly believed that it is a man's responsibility to take care of his wife. I 
People can have different ways to measure the social status and 
success of a person, such as income level, educational attainment, 
occupation, age, and so forth. Yet, in a capitalist city like Hong Kong, very 
often social status counts in terms of the person's earning power, according 
to my interviewees. Although educational attainment is an important 
measurement of social status, it can hardly be more important that one's 
earning power. For example, the richest person in Hong Kong, Li Ka-shing， 
has not received any tertiary education, but he has a very high social status 
in Hong Kong. Another example was suggested by a male interviewee: if I 
am a woman who holds a master's degree, as long as I study a subject that 
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"cannot make much money" (like anthropology) "for fun", my master's degree 
would not be a threat to my future husband, even if he only has a bachelor's 
degree. In other words, if I studied law or medicine, my earning power or 
potential would be enormous, so that even if I only have a bachelor's degree, 
my degree would still be a threat to my future husband who is also a 
bachelor's degree holder. Yet, if I am a female Ph.D. holder, no matter what 
I study, I will scare all men away. Other male Ph.D. holders may not 
4 





Yuhn Fahn Decides Who is “Miss Right" \ 
I 
If a man wants to get married, no matter what his motivations are, he J 
needs to find the right person because marriage is a serious issue. But, how i 
can a man decide who is his "Miss Right"? All of my male interviewees 
i. 
asserted that, after all, it is yuhn fahn [C](緣份)，fate, that determines whom 
their marital partners would be. They themselves have only limited control 
'Iii 
.i：' 
over relationships, they said. Yuhn fahn is the fate of relationships or ‘ 
destined relationships. Yuhn (緣）determines whether two persons will meet 
or not, and how good their relationship will be. Fahn (份）refers to the 
(socially recognized) status or position of a person in the other person's life. 
Yuhn fahn as a concept has been absorbed into Chinese ideology 
although it was a Buddhist term that was introduced to China from India 
during the Tang Dynasty. Nowadays in Chinese societies, yuhn fahn is 
widely believed even though people may not necessarily believe in 
Buddhism or be clear about the original Buddhist meaning. The concept of 
yuhn fahn, as used today in Hong Kong, can be applied to different 
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relationships. If we apply the concept to love relationships, we may say 
some people may have yuhn and fahn at the same time, but some do not. 
For example, A and B are boyfriend and girlfriend. If A breaks up with B and 
marries C, we may then say A and B have yuhn but not fahn because they 
have the yuhn to make them fall in love but, in the end, neither one has any 
important or socially-recognized status or position vis-a-vis each other. On 
the other hand, we would say A and C have both yuhn and fahn. If A and C 
are happily married and spend the rest of their lives together, we would say 
‘ ！丨: 
they have very strong yuhn fahn because they occupy a significant position I; 
1.1 
in each other's lives, and they are able to stay together. We may also apply ； 
I'll 
the concept of yuhn fahn to our relationships with our parents, our teachers, 
'1 
our best friends, and so forth. We may apply this concept to any relationship, I; 
even to people we meet on the street. For people whom we do not know but j 
！ 
meet on the street, we may say those people and us have a little yuhn, which 
allows us to meet, but surely no fahn. 
！1： 1 
Due to the fact that we do not have the ability to foresee whom we will ‘ 
meet, and that we do not have full control over our relationships, people tend 
to resort to supernatural powers to explain their fate in relationships. In Hong 
Kong,丨 always hear people mention yuhn fahn when they talk about 
relationships. I, as a local Hongkongese, would not be surprised to hear 
bachelors or men who have wives of other ethnicities claiming thai yuhn fahn 
has determined their relationships. 
Yuhn fahn is a worldview or a popular cultural explanation about 
relationships which functions as a form of self-defense. My interviewees 
may have used the concept of yuhn fahn as a means of self-justification, or 
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to comfort themselves, for not being able to find suitable wives in Hong Kong. 
By using yuhn fahn as the "explanation," they are able to hide their lack of 
economic capital and cultural capital to marry Hong Kong women, since they 
all know that Hong Kong people in general often stereotype men who marry 
mainland women as "incapable men." 
Conclusion 
A man's economic capital appears to be the most important 
consideration for him in deciding where to seek a wife and set up his own 
nuclear family. The Hong Kong men I have talked to suggest that if a man's 
income is not high enough to support a family in Hong Kong, then he should 
go to a place with a lower cost of living where the household-related I 
expenses are "affordable." Guldin (1995) argues that cross-border 
丨j 
marriages between young Hong Kong men and mainland women have | 
I , 
‘i 
become common because apartments in Hong Kong are too expensive; 
ii ；;j 
hence, they go to Guangdong to seek wives. Economic capital is an ‘ 
important factor which contributes to cross-border marriages; however, 
economic capital alone is not sufficient to lead to such marriage—Guldin's 
argument has oversimplified the situation. I will explain why it is crucial to 
consider the cultural values and expectations on gender roles and the 
current socioeconomic structure in the following paragraphs. 
First of all, we need to bear in mind that in Hong Kong it is still strongly 
believed that "capable" men should be the breadwinners of their families. 
Even if the wives also work and contribute to the household income, the 
husbands should still be the main breadwinners and should not depend on 
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their wives financially. Hong Kong men who seek spouses across the border 
tend to hold strongly to such ideology and tend to seek power over their 
wives. Second, we have to understand the reason why Hong Kong men 
often complain that Hong Kong women are "arrogant and demanding." The 
main reason could be that many Hong Kong women of working-class origin, 
who used to be willing to marry men of the lower-income group, have 
improved their own social status through education and career development 
4 
due to rapid expansion of tertiary education and economic restructuring. Yet, 
f 
‘ .! 
still, they aspire to further improve their livelihood through marrying men of ：； 
••i 
even higher social status. Hong Kong women are still hypergamous rather ’ 
•1 
than hypogamous. This group of Hong Kong women of working-class origin 
have gained not only economic capital, but also cultural and social capital. f 
They are unwilling to marry men of the same class origin who do not possess 
as much capital as they hope for. Therefore, the number of Hong Kong 
women who are willing to marry men of lower-income and be their 
li 
housewives has declined substantially. 
The mainland wives will migrate to Hong Kong sooner or later, and the 
Hong Kong husband will still have to "suffer" from the high living cost in Hong 
Kong after the mainland wives have settled in Hong Kong. This is another 
reason Guldin's argument一apartments in Hong Kong are too expensive一is 
insufficient to explain the whole phenomenon. Since they will need to wait 
for seven years for the mainland wives to obtain permanent Hong Kong 
residency so that the couple will be eligible to apply for public housing, the 
Hong Kong husband will not be able to avoid paying for a more expensive 
apartment. Unless the Hong Kong husbands move to China, they will have 
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to support their wives in China and pay for living expense in Hong Kong at 
the same time. That is why some Hong Kong men move to Shenzhen to live 
with their mainland wives. However, if the mainland wives would not be able 
to migrate to Hong Kong by marrying Hong Kong men, Hong Kong men 
would have lost their symbolic capital in the marriage exchange. 
Furthermore, if the economic factor~the Hong Kong men's income— 
overrides all other factors, it seems that the men should marry some 
！If comparatively well-off Hong Kong women, so that they can see each other 
as often as they please, and so the men would never have to worry about |i 
. 
being laid off and not able to support their families in Hong Kong. Since { 
Hong Kong women are comparatively more financially independent, and j: 
I 
mainland women often stop working after marriage and are financially I 
dependent on their husbands, Hong Kong men should prefer to have Hong 
Kong wives who are able to share the household expenses with them, rather 
than having mainland wives who could be a "financial burden." Of course, 
• I 
whether those Hong Kong women are willing to marry these Hong Kong men ’ 
is another question. 
Power relations are the key to understanding cross-border marriages. 
People's power is often calculated and expressed in the form of their 
economic power in a capitalist society like Hong Kong, that is why economic 
capital is important for Hong Kong men in marriage exchange. That it is 
more difficult for Hong Kong men to seek power over Hong Kong wives than 
over mainland wives is an important consideration for Hong Kong men. My 
target interviewees and other Hong Kong men I have talked to explain that 
the arrogance of Hong Kong women is intolerable, so many Hong Kong men 
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seek "gentle and caring" wives in mainland China. That Hong Kong women 
are described as being "arrogant," "demanding" and "difficult to satisfy" 
implies that it is hard for Hong Kong men to seek power over their Hong 
Kong wives. It is likely that the perception of Hong Kong women as being 
undesirable as wives is a form of self-justification used by Hong Kong men to 
seek wives in a less well-developed region. My interviewees' ideal wife 
attributes also reflect their perceptions about the power relations between 
husband and wife. Educational attainment and occupation are qualities that 
‘ ) 
are relatively less important for an ideal wife, since Hong Kong men do not 1 
•.t 
expect to be financially dependent on their wives, and their sense of •‘ 
_ I 
masculinity will be threatened if their wives' educational attainments are too 
high and if their wives are very successful in their careers. The desire or li 
need to have power over one's marriage partner is acquired and culturally 
conditioned, not inborn. Income level cannot explain why Hong Kong men 
丨， 
like to seek power over their wives but Hong Kong women may not seek 
I 
power over their husbands. Social pressure is powerful in making the ' 
members of the society conform to social norms and cultural rules. We have 
looked at the men's attitudes on marriage and their preferences for wives. I 
have also discussed my interviewees' comparisons of Hong Kong women 
and mainland women in this chapter. In the following chapter, I will examine 
the mainland women's perceptions about marrying Hong Kong men, and 
their hopes for their marriages with Hong Kong men, in order to examine how 
well each party fits into the other's ideal. 
95 
J 
Mainland Women Who Seek Hong Kong Husbands 
4 Mainland Women Who Seek Hong Kong Husbands 
Marriages require two persons' willingness: "It takes two to tango." 
Hong Kong men will pursue mainland women, apart from the reasons we 
discussed in the last chapter, also because they believe that mainland 
women are attracted to them. Hong Kong men assume there is mutual 
attraction between them and mainland women. We have seen how Hong 
Kong men see mainland women; let us now look at cross-border marriages f\ 
t 
from the standpoint of mainland women. In this chapter, I will first explore ！: 
the characteristics of mainland women who are interested in marrying Hong | 
I 
Kong men. Second, I will discuss how mainland women construct the 
i. 
images of Hong Kong men that make Hong Kong men welcome, or i, ： 
sometimes preferred, as husbands in mainland China. Finally, I will discuss ； 
V 
the dreams my mainland interviewees and many other mainland women 
I' 
have about Hong Kong, and how some of their dreams vanished after they 
i 
traveled or migrated to Hong Kong. I 
/ 
Who is More Inclined to Marry a Hong Kong Man? 
There are three main characteristics of mainland women who are 
more inclined to marry Hong Kong men. First, they are often from rural 
areas or from small cities. All of my mainland interviewees were either from 
rural areas or big but not very prosperous cities. Second, they usually have 
lower levels of formal education (high school or lower). Sixteen of them have 
completed junior high school education, four of them have completed high 
school education. As I have mentioned in Chapter 1，a South China Morning 
Post reporter stated that "Government statistics show that 123,000 married 
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women (mainland women who married Hong Kong men) settled in the SAR 
in the seven years up to last year. More than 40 percent are educated only 
to primary school level" (Moy 2000). Third, they are usually from poor 
families. Only two of my mainland target interviewees claim that they are 
from well-to-do families. Their fathers are university graduate professionals. 
For the rest, their fathers are ordinary workers or peasants. Women who 
have the above characteristics or combination of these characteristics are 
more likely to feel inferior to Hong Kong people financially, socially and 
‘ ( 
intellectually. For them, marrying a Hong Kong man is perceived as ； 
ij 
"marrying up," but they may marry for different purposes or reasons. 
For many young women from poor rural areas or poor families, a r 
"carefree" "comfortable life" can be guaranteed by marrying a "wealthy" Hong ii' 
Kong man, instead of marrying any young man in the same poor area. One 
of my female mainland interviewees, Mei, who married a Hong Kong man, 
I! 
told me that when she was very small her village was so poor that she and 
I；.! 
her family once had to eat the bark of trees. She and her younger brother ‘ 
had to do any jobs available to help support their family since she was ten 
years old. For Mei, financial stability is very important among other attributes 
in choosing a marriage partner. Mei was happy that even though she did not 
put in much effort, she was able to find a loving and caring Hong Kong 
husband who could provide her a comfortable life. Mei could be one of the 
millions of women who share similar backgrounds. 
Marrying up socially refers to marrying a person with higher social 
status. Most of the mainland people I talked to, except those from big cities, 
believed that mainlanders are inferior to Hong Kong people. Being able to 
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marry a man "from the First World" is no doubt a very good means of upward 
social mobility for women from the poor families in "the Third World." At the 
same time, these mainland women might think they can marry up 
"intellectually" because many of them believe Hong Kong men have higher 
levels of educational attainment, more exposure to the world, and behave 
more gentlemanly than men in the mainland women's own villages or men 
they know. 
Some of the young mainland women who had married Hong Kong ‘丨 
•J 
‘ j 
men thought there would be many opportunities for their "development" of ； 
.1〗 ij； 
various kinds after migrating to Hong Kong. Elaine,^ ® a mainland woman ( 
I 
who married her Hong Kong husband when she was twenty years old, told 
me: “I wanted to marry a Hong Kong man because I thought I would have 
many opportunities for development [before she migrated to Hong Kong, she 
did not have any concrete idea of what to "develop" after immigrating to 
ii 
Hong Kong, she told me], and I could do many things I like." However, after 
丨•丨 
being married for five years and migrating to Hong Kong, she found that ' 
actual life in Hong Kong is totally different from what she had dreamed about. 
Aspiring to "develop" oneself sounds as if someone has already made a 
concrete plan of goals to achieve. Yet, Elaine and other mainland 
interviewees who hope to "develop" themselves in Hong Kong did not have 
any idea of what they would possibly be able to develop or achieve after 
migrating to Hong Kong. I cannot deny the possibility that they might have 
16 Elaine asked me to address her by her English name. Hence, I use an English name as 
her pseudonym. For other mainland women who asked me to address them by their 
Chinese names, I use Chinese names as their pseudonyms. 
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felt embarrassed to tell me their unfulfilled or not-yet-fulfilled dreams, 
worrying that I would laugh at them. 
Mainland women from big cities in China, or those with high levels of 
educational attainment (bachelor's degrees or above) are comparatively less 
interested in dating, and may even be reluctant to date Hong Kong men. 
Cindy Sui of the South China Morning Post reported that "Figures from 
Shenzhen's Civil Affairs Bureau showed the number of cross-border 
marriages has declined from a peak of 1，069 in 1988 to 415 up to the end of i 
；i 
‘ 
November 1998" (Sui 1999a). This shows the decline in the number of ； J 
locally born and raised Shenzhen women marrying Hong Kong men. The ； 
j 
figure does not refer to women living in Shenzhen. Most of the people living 
in Shenzhen do not have their hukou there. Lee states that the migrant 
/ 
population in Shenzhen in 1995 was about 1.65 million, more than two times 
the number of local population (1998:69). According to a survey conducted 
by the South China Morning Post, "Women from outside Guangdong living in 
、丨， ]j 
Shenzhen seem less cautious about dating Hong Kong men. But their 
financial situations and education play a key part in whether they consider 
this option. Better-educated women with good jobs and a decent standard of 
living were less willing to consider dating Hong Kong men" (Sui 1999a). For 
many mainland women born in poor rural areas, moving to the Shenzhen 
Special Economic Zone not only gives them job opportunities, but also the 
opportunity to escape from rural poverty and arranged marriage and to meet 
"wealthy" city men. 
Mainland women from big cities or those who possess high levels of 
educational attainment often do not feel inferior to Hong Kong people. For 
99 
Mainland Women Who Seek Hong Kong Husbands 
them, marrying Hong Kong men may not necessarily be "marrying up." They 
often have better knowledge about the living environment of Hong Kong, and 
many of them know that usually working class Hong Kong men seek wives 
on the mainland, so marrying Hong Kong men may not improve their 
standard of living. In addition, from my interviews with mainland women who 
are not interested in dating Hong Kong men (whom I met during a party held 
by a Shenzhen matchmaking company), I found out that these women were 
either from big cities on the mainland or they hold stable white-collar jobs in 
,1 
‘ I 
Shenzhen. They preferred men from similar backgrounds to their own. One ； 
• i 
Chaozhou lady said: “I prefer Chaozhou men. I think they're better than ： 
3 : 
•：；! 
Hong Kong men, even though they're more chauvinistic." 
；i j 
What are Mainland Women Looking for in a Husband? 
My mainland target interviewee's hopes of enjoying a "comfortable 
life" after getting married imply certain kinds of information about the kinds of 
attributes they are looking for in a spouse. To be able to provide a 
"comfortable life" for his wife, a husband must provide financial stability. 
Apart from that, my female mainland interviewees pay attention to the 
personality, fidelity and appearance of their (future) spouses. Above all, my 
female mainland interviewees pointed out that there must be mutual love or 
attraction between the two parties first, before they would further consider 
the man's other attributes. The AsiaBUS regional omnibus survey conducted 
by Asia Market Intelligence (AMI " in 2000 found that: 
17 For details of the survey, please refer to the article, "Show Me the Money" on the official 
website of AMI at http://www.ami-group.com/news/showme.htm 
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34% of mainland women say money is the most important thing when 
searching for a partner, compared to 33% who cited personality and 
20% who said intelligence mattered most.^ ® Physical attraction limped 
in last，at 2%.... It appears that material possessions such as houses, 
cars or luxuries are not the benchmarks for financial stability in 
China's society today. Women have become more "long sighted" 
when looking into their partner's future and career prospects instead 
of focusing only on short-term materialistic fulfillment. If the other half 
has a prestigious or high-paid job, it seems to guarantee a better 
future. 
My finding echoes what AMI has found. An ideal husband is not 
necessarily rich but should be quite well-to-do and financially stable, 1 
I、 
In 
according to my mainland interviewees. Instead of looking for "rich" ] 
husbands, my mainland target interviewees seek men who have developed 丨  
L, 
their own careers. In fact, having developed one's career implies, for these : 
women, certain positive attributes about a man. First, he is financially stable. i 
Second, although the man may not be very wealthy, he is quite well-to-do. 
r 
Third, the man's wealth is growing steadily. Fourth, to have been able to 
develop their own careers, the men are likely to be intelligent, independent ‘ 
i 
i I 
and hardworking. From the information I obtained from different marriage ij 
broker companies and from my own interviews, mainland women who are 
seeking Hong Kong husbands are all looking for men who are at least ten 
years older than they are. The age of a man often positively relates to his 
ability to make money and to accumulate wealth. The older a man is, the 
more likely he is to have developed his own career, or to have a stable 
career. In other words, the man is financially more stable and relatively more 
well-to-do. We may also interpret mainland women's preferences about age 
18 The survey found that in Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan, the female respondents 
thought that personality was the top priority in choosing a partner, financial stability was the 
second priority, while physical attraction was their last consideration. 
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using the concept of symbolic capital. Being at least ten years younger than 
their prospective Hong Kong husbands, mainland women will have the 
advantage of having youth as their symbolic capital. They know that their 
youth and attractiveness—their physical capital—offsets their comparative 
lack of social, cultural and economic capital. Buss (1989) in studying mate 
preference In thirty-seven cultures also found that women prefer men who 
are able and willing to provide the most resources to themselves and their 
offspring. Hence, women tend to prefer mature wealthy men who are older 
than themselves. He explains that in today's capitalist world, a man's ability 
to provide resources to his wife and offspring may now be expressed in 
monetary terms. 
Nice personality is the second most important attribute for a husband 
suggested by my mainland interviewees. Having a "nice" personality means 
the husband is loving，caring, gentle and responsible. In other words, 
"treating one's wife well" means the person has a nice personality, as 
suggested by my mainland interviewees. 
Since my mainland interviewees are housewives or are planning to 
quit their jobs after getting married, all are or will be financially dependent on 
their husbands. As a result, they need to have loyal husbands who will take 
good care of their families. The appearance of the husband becomes a 
relatively less important factor to consider. Like my Hong Kong interviewees, 
my mainland interviewees also suggested their spouses should be hahp 
ngaahn yuhn [C](合眼緣)一be attracted to a person at first sight. 
One interesting point to raise is that my female mainland interviewees 
who wanted to marry Hong Kong men did not emphasize the importance of 
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compatibility and communication as much as the male Hong Kong 
interviewees did (but they did emphasize "love" more, as I mentioned earlier). 
Perhaps the "dependability" of a husband is far more important than his 
compatibility and communication for women who are from poor families and 
poor rural areas with few career prospects. On the other hand, those 
mainland women who are well-educated, from developed cities and who are 
not interested in dating Hong Kong men emphasized the difficulties in 
communicating with Hong Kong men because of cultural differences. People 
often have reasons to justify their preferences or choices. In fact, these 
more educated women already understand that their standard of living may 
not improve through marrying Hong Kong men, and that they will be 
discriminated against by Hong Kong people. 
Mainland Women's Attitude toward Marriage 
My mainland interviewees, both married and single, all emphasized 
the importance of love (or, affection), and they said they would only marry 
men they love. On average, my female interviewees from mainland China 
mentioned the words "love" or "like" three times more than my male Hong 
Kong interviewees did when they were talking about their relationships with 
their husbands or their expected relationships with their future husbands. 
This could be a gender difference, because men in Hong Kong are taught 
not to express their affections as easily or explicitly as women are. 
According to Mr. Chen, the representative of a matchmaking company in 
Shenzhen, it is the ideal of mainland Chinese that they should marry 
someone whom they love. However, he doubts that many people can end 
103 
Mainland Women Who Seek Hong Kong Husbands 
up marrying the person they love most and ignore other pragmatic issues in 
real life. It is also possible that my informants might have been trying to give 
me a good impression of themselves by using "love" or affection to conceal 
their instrumental and materialistic views of marrying Hong Kong men for 
money or Hong Kong identity cards. Again, to analyze whether my mainland 
interviewees truly like their (potential) Hong Kong husbands or not is like 
analyzing whether they find the men hahp ngaahn yuhn or not—the 
subjective feelings of the interviewees is the aspect a researcher could 
hardly be able to analyze objectively. This reflects the limitation of a 
researcher in studying relationships. 
There is no way for me to ascertain my mainland interviewees' real 
affection for their husbands or future husbands. We cannot deny that 
marriage can be instrumental. Traditionally, marriage was often used for 
building alliances between families in China; daughters were treated as 
commodities (Gates 1989) and young people did not have much control in 
choosing marriage partners until the Communist Party came to power in 
mainland China. The 1950 new marriage law set by the Communist Party 
aimed at prohibiting "marriage by purchase." "Its [the new marriage law: 
targets were those who fixed a price for a daughter or widow and those who 
set gifts as a condition for agreeing to the marriage of their daughter or 
widowed daughter-in-law" (Ocko 1991) because women were treated as 
commodities useful for exchange between families. Ikels points out that in a 
traditional Chinese family, 
Parents had complete control over the choice of their child's spouse, 
and, indeed, thought less of choosing a spouse than of choosing a 
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daughter-in-law, who would provide the means to extend the family 
another generation, bring in additional adult labor power, and serve 
the parents (1996:99). 
"Free-choice marriage" only became important in mainland China 
under the Marriage Law in 1950. Croll reports that “[s]ince 1950 the 
promotion of free-choice marriage has been elaborated and publicized in all 
forms of educational materials which have been popularized by government 
personnel, the Youth League, the Women's Federation and other mass 
organizations" (Croll 1984:177). Yet, the desirability of a person as a 
I 
marriage partner was mainly structured by both political and socioeconomic 
factors at that time. The definitions of preferential marriage partners 
reflected the political and social ideologies at different times since the 
launching of this new policy. Young people in general did have more 
freedom (in the sense of less parental influence) in choosing marriage 
partners after 1950. However, marriage has still been seen by both the 
families and young people as a means of social mobility (Croll 1984). 
Parental influence on mate choice has been even less powerful since 
the 1980s when many young women left their hometowns to work in cities, 
according to the representative of the Shenzhen matchmaking company. As 
Lee points out, "Physical distance between home and factory was also of 
strategic importance for women in evading marriage proposals initiated by 
their parents.... More generally, working in Shenzhen had become an 
excuse for women to postpone marriage" (1998:79). In his study of conjugal 
relationships in a north China village, 丫an found that in the 1990s the 
conjugal tie has replaced the father-son relationship and has become "both 
the central axis of family relations and the foundation of the family ideal" 
105 
Mainland Women Who Seek Hong Kong Husbands 
(1997:191). Women seem to have gained more power in both choosing 
spouses and in the conjugal relationship. Parents have not totally given up 
their power over their unmarried adult children. Even after the new Marriage 
Law went into effect in 1981，Ikels (1996) suggests that it was hard to 
implement and enforce, and cases were reported about parents (usually the 
fathers) forcing their daughters to marry certain men for the benefits of the 
parents or the brothers. 
Among the seven married mainland interviewees, Shan and Xiu's 
decisions to marry Hong Kong men were largely influenced by their families. 
Shan has five elder sisters; three of them married Hong Kong men. She 
moved to Shenzhen to baby-sit one of her sisters' baby when she was 
sixteen years old, where she met her Hong Kong husband who is her 
brother-in-law's friend. Shan told me that her elder sisters had different 
opinions on her relationship with this Hong Kong man, but her father liked 
her to marry a Hong Kong man although he said she could marry anyone 
she likes. She began living with the man who is now her husband when she 
was seventeen years old, and got married soon after she reached eighteen 
years old. Xiu's father is a university graduate engineer. Her elder sister 
married a mainland-born Hong Kong resident. Xiu's parents were planning 
to migrate to Hong Kong, so they pressured Xiu to marry a Hong Kong man. 
At that time, Xiu had just broken up with her Hong Kong boyfriend. She 
ended up marrying another Hong Kong man she did not like, and got 
divorced after five years of marriage. She is now running her own business 
in Shenzhen; and her natal family is living in Hong Kong. 
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The traditional ideology of men being the breadwinners of a family has 
hardly been threatened, as felt by both my Hong Kong male interviewees 
and mainland female interviewees. A "good" husband should provide his 
wife with a carefree comfortable life. Therefore, both my female mainland 
interviewees and my male Hong Kong interviewees found it "very common" 
and "natural" that women look for husbands who are of a higher social status 
or higher income than they are. Unlike their counterparts in Hong Kong, 
mainland women seem more willing to stay home and be the homemakers, 
child-bearers and child-rearers, which may be explained by the fewer 
opportunities for career development open to women on the mainland, 
especially in the rural areas, and the low educational attainment of mainland 
women in general. 
Many mainland women hope that yuhn fahn, fate, will bring them a 
dependable, caring and loving husband with a nice personality, successful 
career and higher social status so that their standard of living and social 
status will improve. For example, Wen told me that she made only RMB$60 
per month working as a kindergarten teacher in her home village, but she 
could make from RMB$400 to 600 per month in a shoe-making factory in 
Shenzhen. After being married to a Hong Kong man for almost two years, 
Wen is now using a Nokia mobile phone that cost HK$4，000，and living in an 
almost 900-square-foot apartment in a nice housing estate in Shenzhen. If 
such a "nice" husband could offer the mainland wife an opportunity to 
emigrate out of the mainland, he would be even more desirable, and maybe 
even "perfect." 
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However, yuhn fahn does not necessarily guarantee mainland women 
happy marriages with Hong Kong husbands; the mainland women need to 
put some effort in maintaining the relationship with Hong Kong men. Among 
the seven married mainland interviewees，six of them lived with their Hong 
Kong husbands for at least a year (usually more than three years) before 
marriage. The exception is Xiu, who was unwilling to marry her Hong Kong 
husband. The six interviewees' then boyfriends rented apartments for them 
and visited them on the weekends. When they started living with their then 
boyfriends, all of them were under twenty years old—just having reached 
adulthood. These mainland women exchanged for the Hong Kong men's 
emotional attachment both their physical and sexual capita丨 before marriage, 
probably because they were aware that they did not have many other forms 
of capital to exchange with the men, and they were trying to keep their 
boyfriends from dating other mainland women. 
As my Hong Kong interviewees told me in Chapter 3，their only way to 
"check" if their mainland girlfriends are gold-diggers or not is "to observe." 
The husbands of my interviewees seem to be "very careful" in "observing" 
the personality of my interviewees. I asked them the amounts of bridewealth 
and dowry and the gifts that were exchanged at their marriages, but they all 
refused to tell me. Three of them who were living in Shenzhen told me that 
their husbands gave them about RMB$1500 to RMB$2000 per month as 
pocket money—about four times their salary as factory workers. 
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Hong Kong Men vs. Mainland Men 
If Hong Kong men are preferred over mainland men as husbands, in 
what ways can Hong Kong men fulfill mainland women's wants that mainland 
men cannot? What are the aspects of mainland men that are preferred to 
Hong Kong men? 
Obviously, marrying Hong Kong men gives mainland women 
emigration opportunities. "We are like birds in a cage. Of course we want to 
leave the cage! The harder it is to leave the cage, the stronger our desires 
are to fly outside," said one single mainland woman who wanted to marry a 
Hong Kong man. This mainland woman did not mean that the central 
government forbids its people to emigrate or to travel; from her point of view, 
the problem was that most ordinary people could not afford to travel, 
especially outside Asia. According to a tour guide on the mainland, travel 
agencies usually charge mainlanders RMB$100,000 per person as a deposit 
for traveling to the United States in the year 2000. The amount might be a 
little bit lower for traveling to European countries. Travel agencies set up 
such policies because, in the past, many mainland travelers stayed in the 
United States or in Europe as illegal immigrants and refused to go back to 
the mainland. The central government fined those travel agencies large 
sums of money when travelers stayed overseas. The only thing for sure is 
that most mainland people cannot afford to pay RMB$20，000 to travel out of 
Asia, not to mention paying the high cost of the deposit. Mainlanders often 
can only afford to travel within Southeast Asia, to places such as Hong Kong, 
Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand, and sometimes to Japan and Australia. 
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There are other legal means for mainlanders to travel overseas with 
lower costs. University graduates with outstanding academic performances 
may apply for graduate schools overseas, or apply for exchange programs 
with scholarships to go overseas. Working people occupying high positions 
in large-scale enterprises may have chances to go overseas for business 
trips, but chances are few. In general, for most ordinary working people with 
salaries less than RMB$1000 per month, and who do not have excellent 
academic backgrounds, or who do not occupy high positions in big 
enterprises, marriage seems to be the easiest way to leave "the locked 
cage." Therefore, marrying Hong Kong men is desirable for many mainland 
women who wish to emigrate. 
Apart from offering mainland wives migration opportunities, Hong 
Kong men can also offer their wives financial stability, according to my 
mainland interviewees. In the minds of many mainland Chinese, Hong Kong 
people are much wealthier than themselves because the average salary of 
Hong Kong people is "high" by the mainland standard. A professor in a 
university in mainland China, who has been working for ten years, may make 
somewhat more than RMB$1000 per month, but a janitor who has been 
working at the Chinese University of Hong Kong for ten years makes a little 
more than HK$10,000 per month.''® A janitor in Hong Kong can make almost 
ten times as much as a professor on the mainland per month! From the 
mainlanders' point of view, Hong Kong people are certainly "rich." Those 
mainland people who believe Hong Kong people are rich may overestimate 
19 Janitors working for universities in Hong Kong are civil servants, who are usually being 
paid with a higher rate than workers in private companies doing the same job. 
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the purchasing power of a Hong Kong people's salary in Hong Kong. 
Nonetheless, as long as many mainland women believe Hong Kong men are 
much richer than mainland men, Hong Kong men will be preferred as 
husbands. 
In addition, all my female mainland interviewees (and male Hong 
Kong interviewees, too) thought Hong Kong men "treat women more nicely" 
than mainland men do. Hong Kong men are considered as "more 
gentlemanly" than mainland men in the sense that they are "very polite to 
women," they "respect women," and they open doors for women. Wei, a 
single mother who was looking for a Hong Kong husband explained, "at least 
Hong Kong men don't beat their wives." She and all the women she knew in 
her home village had been beaten up by their boyfriends or husbands at 
least twice, which may explain why "not beating their wives" means "treating 
women more nicely" to this single mother Also, Hong Kong men "treat 
women nicely" in terms of knowing how to use sweet-talk and being 
generous in buying gifts for women. Moreover, "Hong Kong men are well-
trained by the demanding Hong Kong women, that's why they know how to 
make women happy" was suggested by many of my female mainland 
interviewees and male Hong Kong interviewees. 
Furthermore, Hong Kong men are also viewed by my mainland 
interviewees as "well-educated," "having a strong sense of responsibility," 
"knowledgeable" [as they have had more exposure to the world], "caring," 
"pragmatic," "polite," and "always behaving and talking with the proper 
etiquette." To conclude, Hong Kong men are thought to be at "a higher level" 
(cengci gao 層太高)，and they are of "higher quality" (suzhi gao 素質高）than 
111 
Mainland Women Who Seek Hong Kong Husbands 
mainland men are. It is difficult to compare the "quality" of mainland men 
with that of Hong Kong men, but the "high quality" of Hong Kong men could 
be a self-justification used by mainland women for marrying Hong Kong men. 
However, Hong Kong men are not welcomed by every mainland 
woman. The reputation of Hong Kong men has been bad since it became 
known that a number of them keep mistresses in Shenzhen or in other 
places in Guangdong province. According to a survey done by the South 
China Morning Post, Hong Kong men being "unfaithful" was one of the three 
I 
main factors that stopped many local Shenzhen women from dating Hong 
Kong men. The other two were "long wait for permission to enter the SAR," 
and "the gap in living standards between the two cities" (Sui 1999). The 
"unfaithful Hong Kong men" stereotype is well known to people in 
Guangdong province. The phenomenon of Hong Kong men keeping 
mistresses in Guangdong Province has been reported on different programs 
by the two Chinese television channels in Hong Kong. People in much of 
Guangdong Province can watch all Hong Kong television programs at home. 
The television programs bring with them the stereotype of "unfaithful Hong 
Kong men." 
At the same time, Hong Kong men are viewed as "lascivious" by many 
of my mainland interviewees. Not only are the stories of "unfaithful Hong 
Kong men" widely known, but even stories of "lascivious Hong Kong men" 
running after girls for casual sex, cheating mainland women for sex and 
sometimes money, and going to the mainland to find prostitutes, are widely 
spoken of and discussed among people living in Guangdong province. 
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Even if some Hong Kong men are not "unfaithful", my mainland 
interviewees suggested that Hong Kong men are "arrogant" and look down 
on mainland people. Ling, a mainland woman who married and migrated to 
Hong Kong said: "Hong Kong men discriminate against us (mainlanders) 
because of our cultural differences. They think mainland people always want 
to take advantage of them." 
My female mainland interviewees think that it is easier to 
communicate with mainland men because they share the same culture and 
interests, and they think that mainland men could understand mainland 
women more than Hong Kong men would. In addition, my female mainland 
interviewees think that mainland men will be more faithful to their wives. 
However, some of them think mainland men are "male chauvinistic," "rude," 
"greedy," "irresponsible," and some might "even give up their self-respect in 
exchange for money," for example, some might sihk yuhn faahn [C](食軟飯)， 
"eat soft rice"—relying solely on their girlfriends or wives to work and support 
them financially. As it is easier for women to get jobs in Shenzhen than men, 
a few mainland interviewees said that some of their female friends worked as 
waitresses or massage girls to support their boyfriends. One mainland 
interviewee even concluded that "after all, there is not much good about 
mainland men." 
There is no doubt that different women value each different attribute in 
a subjective way, which may also be influenced by their peers and family 
members, their past experiences and their exposure to the world. Yet, if a 
Hong Kong man and a mainland man have the same set of attributes and 
qualifications, my mainland interviewees would prefer the Hong Kong man to 
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the mainland man because marrying the Hong Kong man gives them an 
opportunity to emigrate. Similar to the case of Hong Kong men I interviewed, 
in order to present themselves to me, a Hong Kong graduate student, my 
mainland interviewees could have been using the socially accredited values 
to explain why they would marry or prefer to marry Hong Kong men to make 
their decision sound less instrumental. 
Who are the Most Desirable Husbands, After All? 
Hong Kong men seem to be very desirable husbands for many 
mainland women; however, this may not actually be the case. According to 
all of the mainland people I interviewed, altogether more than forty men and 
women, if they were to rank the desirability of men as husbands in mainland 
women's minds, white European and American men are the most desirable 
husbands in the eyes of many young mainland women. Overseas Chinese 
men in Europe and America are in the second priority. Singapore and Hong 
Kong Chinese men came in third as desirable husbands. Taiwan Chinese 
men came in fourth. Mainland men are the least desirable men as husbands. 
Black people and Middle Eastern people are not considered as potential 
mates at all because they are viewed as inferior to Chinese. The above 
ranking by people of different age groups, education, and socioeconomic 
backgrounds is surprisingly consistent. Since it was beyond the scope of this 
study, I did not do any surveys to test whether many mainland women really 
want to marry white European and American men and to ask why they have 
this preference. Yet, still, we can gain insight into the contemporary attitudes 
of, or discriminations against, ethnicity and nationality and the self-perception 
114 
Mainland Women Who Seek Hong Kong Husbands 
of mainland Chinese through the reasons suggested by my mainland 
respondents. 
"Countries in the West are rich; even their moon is bigger than ours!" 
Ling, a female mainland interviewee who had married a Hong Kong man and 
migrated to Hong Kong, explained why many mainland women like to marry 
men from Western countries. White European and American men can offer 
emigration opportunities for mainland women to the "First World," and they 
are thought to be "very gentle," "wealthy," "handsome and muscular" and 
"romantic"—images presented by Hollywood movies. Since America is an 
economic world power, and European countries are generally perceived as 
being wealthier than China, men from those countries are desirable as 
husbands for women on the mainland. Although white European and 
American men are preferred, the language barrier stops most mainland 
women from dreaming about marrying them. According to the mainland 
people I talked to, those mainland women who date or marry white European 
and American men are often "very beautiful with delicate fair skin and a good 
figure," "speak some English or European language，，and "have a high level 
of educational attainment." In other words, mainland women with higher 
qualifications and attractive appearances~with both kinds of symbolic and 
cultural capital——often go for the "higher grade" white European and 
American men. 
It is essential for us to know and understand the above-mentioned 
images or stereotypes about Hong Kong men, mainland men and the 
characteristics of women who marry white European and American men, so 
that we can gain insight into the contemporary attitudes about marriage and 
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mate preference by mainland women. I am not going to discuss the validity 
of such stereotypes. There may be many images of mainland men, Hong 
Kong men, European men and American men, and people will have different 
preferences towards particular mate attributes. Yet, what we need to focus 
on here is the question of what are the attributes that are considered to be 
"attractive" by mainland women. 
Constructed Reality vs. Actual Reality 
The mass media and the experiences of friends and relatives are the 
main channels for mainland people to imagine Hong Kong and its people, 
apart from actually meeting real people. For many mainland people, stories 
told by friends and relatives who have migrated to Hong Kong or who have 
married Hong Kong men are often positive. Mainland people who have 
migrated to Hong Kong tend to showcase the best aspects of their new life 
when they go back to the mainland to visit their hometown. They will try to 
cover up any worries or unhappy circumstances in their lives when face to 
face with friends and relatives whom they meet only a few times each year. 
It is quite a common practice for Chinese to announce their good news but 
hide their bad news {baoxi bu baoyou 報喜不報憂).People would share their 
worries with close friends and family members, but the close friends and 
family members are not supposed to tell other more distant relatives or 
friends. The situation is similar to what Lee points out about the influence of 
their peers on young women who decided to work in factories in Shenzhen: 
Young women decided to come to Shenzhen when they were enticed 
by romanticized descriptions of life in Shenzhen circulated by 
complacent locals returning from Shenzhen. Young peasants were 
attracted by tales about the modern airport, clean streets, high-rise, 
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abundance of consumer goods, high wages, and fun with young 
people from all over the country. Working in Shenzhen became the 
rite of passage for China's peasant generation coming of age in the 
1990s (1998:81). 
As a result, most of the stories mainland people hear about Hong 
Kong are exciting experiences or success stories that have happened in a 
prosperous international city. Since they are the relatives and friends—real 
people well known to them—their stories appear more trustworthy and real, 
and people tend to believe in everything they see and hear. 
Movies in mainland China about Hong Kong and Hong Kong people 
are mostly positive and often portray Hong Kong as a wealthy city where 
Hong Kong men are handsome and rich. Even a 300-square-foot flat in a 
public housing estate looks big and tidy in the television programs and 
movies. From the stereotypes about mainland women, Hong Kong women 
and Hong Kong men previously discussed, as well as the fantasies of 
mainland women concerning lifestyles in Hong Kong, we can easily see the 
power of the mass media in reinforcing the present stereotypes. 
According to a representative of a Shenzhen matchmaking company, 
Hong Kong is a "foreign" place, since it was a colony of Britain for one 
hundred fifty years. Being a former British colony makes Hong Kong 
culturally and economically different and distant from mainland China, and 
closer to the West~a place that many mainland Chinese look up to, or even 
worship. Even though the sovereignty of Hong Kong has been handed back 
to China, Hong Kong is still being seen as a "foreign" place, although 
perhaps "less foreign" than it used to be. Mainland Chinese feel that Hong 
Kong is not a very "Chinese" place. Marrying a Hong Kong person is still 
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seen as "marrying out" and marrying up to a prosperous "Western" 
metropolis. 
We cannot deny that Hong Kong is much more prosperous and 
developed than most of the cities in mainland China. It is understandable 
that people like to improve their standard of living, regardless of their social, 
ethnic or cultural backgrounds. As earlier said, mainland Chinese living in 
Guangdong province can watch Hong Kong television programs. Since 
many people in Guangdong do not have regular contact with many Hong 
Kong people, for them, most of the information about Hong Kong is from 
television programs (Ikels 1996:227; So and Kwok 1995:253; Vogel 1989:65). 
Among my twenty mainland female interviewees, only six of them have 
traveled or migrated to Hong Kong. Therefore, people tend to imagine Hong 
Kong as a paradise because they do not often see the dark side of Hong 
Kong or Hong Kong people in those television programs. 
My interviewees told me that their friends and young female relatives 
of my married mainland interviewees explicitly show that they are envious of 
my interviewees who are able to marry Hong Kong men. The constructed 
image of the beautiful-and-prosperous Hong Kong was so strong that the 
friends and relatives of my interviewees did not believe that Hong Kong has 
a poor side and a dark side when my interviewees told them. Instead, they 
thought my interviewees were trying to be modest in saying that they were 
living in very small apartments. The families of my mainland interviewees' 
friends, or their friends themselves, ask my mainland interviewees to 
introduce them to the single friends of their Hong Kong husbands. Wen, a 
young mainland lady who married a Hong Kong man and is waiting for 
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permission to move to Hong Kong, told me that there are still a number of 
people in the rural area who think that "roads in Hong Kong are paved with 
gold." However, after she traveled to Hong Kong in 1999, she found out that 
“even the poorest guy in my village has a house larger than you Hong Kong 
people!" 
Hong Kong is not necessarily the destination of mainland women; it 
might also be a stepping stone for mainland women to reach other parts of 
the world. None of my female mainland interviewees wants to emigrate out 
of Hong Kong after getting a SAR passport. Yet, some of them know some 
mainland friends who treat Hong Kong as a stepping stone to the United 
States or Australia or other "First-World" countries. The city or country a 
mainland woman would think of going to depends mainly on her 
attractiveness, age, intelligence and educational level, as mentioned earlier. 
In any case, the "Hong Kong identity" is a valuable and desirable item of 
symbolic capital of Hong Kong men in exchange for the attractiveness and 
youth of mainland women. 
After mainland wives move to Hong Kong, or travel to Hong Kong for 
a three-month trip, their "Hong Kong dreams" may vanish because they find 
out that the actual lifestyle and environment of Hong Kong is different from 
those they imagined. A study of cross-border marriages conducted by the 
Guangdong Provincial Women's Federation in Guangzhou, Shenzhen, 
Zhongshan, Jiangmen, Huizhou, Zhuhai, Foshan, Shantou, Shanwei and 
Dongguan found that "More than half of mainland women married to Hong 
Kong men believe their lives have not improved since their marriages.... The 
survey has prompted Guangdong Provincial Civil Affairs Department to 
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launch a campaign aimed at educating women not to marry for ‘riches，” (Wan 
1998). More than ten mainland friends of Ling, one of my mainland 
interviewees, who married Hong Kong men and migrated Hong Kong men, 
told her that they felt they had been stupid and regretted marrying to Hong 
Kong because their lives in Hong Kong were not as satisfactory as they had 
fantasized. According to a survey conducted by the Christian Family Service 
Centre in 1999, among the 103 female mainland migrant respondents, "75.8 
percent migrated to Hong Kong for the sake of their 'children' and 'families.' 
Yet, if they could choose again, 63.1 percent of them would choose not to 
migrate to Hong Kong, which shows that their lives in Hong Kong are not 
satisfactory.... Only 47 percent of the respondents said they were able to 
adapt to life in Hong Kong" {Tin Tin Daily 2000). The analysis provided by 
the Centre showed that the length of time living in Hong Kong is not 
necessarily related to the adaptation of the women. My married mainland 
interviewees all preferred to live in Shenzhen (while keeping their Hong Kong 
identity card) after they realized the living environment in Hong Kong is not 
as good as they imagined. 
Not only do many mainlanders imagine that most Hong Kong people 
are rich, they also think Hong Kong is a city of freedom, where they can do 
anything they like and develop their career or interests in whatever ways they 
choose. However, these people often do not expect the discrimination 
against mainlanders in Hong Kong, which can be a barrier for them to 
"develop" themselves career-wise. Mainland wives are not only being 
discriminated against by the Hong Kong general public, colleagues, and 
neighbors, but also by the relatives of their Hong Kong husbands and even 
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by their own husbands. Mainland wives are often being treated as "breeding 
machines," "sex objects," and "maids" (HKFWC 2000; Moy 2000)，according 
to a survey done by the Hong Kong Federation of Women's Centres. 
Only four of my female mainland interviewees had migrated to Hong 
Kong, and two had traveled to Hong Kong, during the period when I was 
conducting my fieldwork. They all spoke fluent Cantonese, although with 
some accent. Therefore, the discrimination faced by my interviewees was 
not as serious as that faced by the respondents in the survey done by the 
Hong Kong Federation of Women's Centres, because most of those 
respondents did not speak Cantonese. Still, I would like to discuss the 
experiences of two of my mainland interviewees. 
Elaine, who has been married to a Hong Kong man for five years, and 
who migrated to Hong Kong about one year ago, was living with her husband 
and her in-laws at the time we had the interview. Elaine's husband held a 
managerial position in a restaurant and had a stable income. But her 
husband could not give her any pocket money because he had to support his 
parents. Elaine was forced to work by her mother-in-law, who treated her, as 
Elaine said, "like a servant and an idiot." Elaine had to work to give 
thousands of dollars to her mother-in-law every month. On average, she had 
only around HK$2000 to cover her daily expenses each month. She had no 
money left every month to send back to her natal family. Elaine had to work 
about ten hours each day as a waitress. She often got scolded by her 
manager as "slow and dumb." When she was back home, exhausted from 
work, she still had to do all the housework. Sometimes her husband would 
help her to do the dishes, but her mother-in-law would stop her husband, 
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forcing him to watch television instead of helping Elaine to do the dishes. 
Elaine told me that she had thought of divorcing her husband. But she did 
not want to give up the chance for her Hong Kong permanent residency, 
which requires her to live in Hong Kong for at least seven years. Additionally, 
she would be helpless if she continued staying in Hong Kong after the 
divorce because she has no close friends or relatives in Hong Kong. All she 
could do was to continue tolerating the discrimination against her, and her 
double burden of working and doing housework. 
Wen had been married to a Hong Kong man for less than two years 
when we had the interview. She was living in Shenzhen alone, waiting for 
permission to migrate to Hong Kong. Wen's husband was working in a city 
in Guangdong Province and visited Wen on weekends. Wen did not have to 
work in Shenzhen. But when she traveled to Hong Kong last year for three 
months, her father-in-law put pressure on her to get a job, because 
"everyone does so," even though he knew it was illegal for a person holding 
a traveling visa to work in Hong Kong. The siblings of Wen's husband 
treated Wen quite nicely, but not her parents-in-laws, especially her father-in-
law, who explicitly showed that he thought Wen was a "lazy parasite." 
Elaine and Wen may be considered among "the lucky ones" of 
thousands of mainland wives who are marginalized and discriminated 
against in Hong Kong (Fung et al. 2000; HKFWC 2000; Ho 1999; ISS 1997; 
Ng 1999; Li 2000; Sing Pao Daily 2000a-, Wong 1997)，suggested social 
worker Miss Joyce Ho Mei-yee of the Hong Kong Federation of Women's 
Centres. Family tragedies among cross-border couples are quite common 
{Apple Daily 2000d, 2000e, 2000f; Eastweek 2000; Ming Pao Daily News 
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2001c; 2001 d; Oriental Daily 20016, 2001 e), so I am not able to discuss all of 
them here. It is close to impossible to correct the idealized perception that 
mainland Chinese have about Hong Kong, and it will take a very long time to 
change the misunderstanding of Hong Kong people about mainlanders. At 
this moment, what the government can do is to provide more resources for 
marriage counseling for cross-border married couples and for educational 
programs for new immigrants. 
Conclusion 
For my mainland target interviewees, a man is expected to be the sole 
breadwinner of the family; the wife should stay home, take care of the 
household chores and take good care of the children if the financial situation 
allows. My mainland interviewees are clear about their capital_be it 
symbolic, physical, sexual, cultural or economic. Mainland women who are 
from poor rural area, poor families, and those who have low levels of 
educational attainment often feel inferior to Hong Kong people. They are 
more likely to fantasize about a dream life in Hong Kong where their 
standard of living would improve drastically, so they are more inclined to 
marry Hong Kong men. Mainland women from big cities, well-to-do families, 
and those who have high levels of educational attainment may not think 
Hong Kong people are superior to them. They usually have more job 
opportunities on the mainland, and they often have the knowledge of the 
difficult living environment in Hong Kong; as a result, they may not 
necessarily think that marrying Hong Kong men can improve their life 
chances. Many mainland women hope that yuhn fun, fate, will bring them a 
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dependable, caring and loving husband with a nice personality, successful 
career and higher social status so that their standard of living and social 
status will improve. If such a "nice" husband can also offer the mainland wife 
an opportunity to emigrate from the mainland, he will be even more desirable, 
if not perfect. 
After knowing what many mainland women are looking for in a spouse, 
we can see that Hong Kong women also hope for the same things from their 
(future) husbands~to provide them with a chang qi fan piao (長期飯票)， 
"long-term rice ticket." Yet, the difference lies in the cost of l iving_it is easier 
to support a wife living in China but is much more expensive to support a 
wife living in Hong Kong. In many of my mainland interviewee's imaginations, 
Hong Kong men seem to fit their ideal. But we always have to be careful that 
this expressed ideal could be a self-justification for mainland wives and 
wives-to-be. In the next chapter, we will see what the characteristics are of 
men whom mainland women actually approach in the matchmaking activities 
in which 丨 participated At the same time, we will be able to compare what 
my male interviewees told me with the kinds of women they approached in 
those activities. Are their behaviors consistent with their words? How do 
they present themselves in front of potential partners? 
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5 When Hong Kong Men Meet Mainland Women 
In this chapter, I focus on discussing and analyzing what I observed 
during a three-day matchmaking trip to Zhanjiang^° (arranged so that Hong 
Kong men could meet Zhanjiang women). I chose this particular trip to 
discuss because I was able to talk to the male participants before, during and 
after the meetings, and I was able to observe their behavior and compare it 
with what they told me. People's words are not always consistent with their 
behavior. My interviewees may polish their answers or hide some of their 
true feelings in front of me during the interviews to give me a better 
impression. Thus, this trip was a valuable opportunity to observe not words, 
but behavior. I will first compare the key considerations in spouse seeking 
that my interviewees told me about with people's actual behavior, including 
the characteristics of people who are and who are not attracted to each other 
and how Hong Kong men commented about their potential partners. I 
analyze the symbolic meanings of the spouse-seekers' behaviors and words 
and how they display their capital to attract potential partners. I will then 
discuss how a magazine reporter portrayed the Hong Kong men and 
mainland women in his article^^ about the trip to Zhanjiang, since what he 
reported was quite different from my observation. Studying the symbolic 
messages the article brings will help us in understanding how the mass 
media perceive and shape the images of mainland women and Hong Kong 
men who seek wives on the mainland. Since I will be very critical ofthe way 
20 Please note that, as I said in Chapter 1, it is quite unusual for Hong Kong men to seek 
wives in Zhanjiang because it is quite far away from Hong Kong. The owner of a Hong Kong 
matchmaking company happened to have a connection with a matchmaking company in 
Zhanjiang; hence they jointly organized a matchmaking trip. The owner told her members 
that there would be many young and pretty women in Zhanjiang to persuade them to join. 
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the magazine reporter depicted the trip and portrayed the participants, I will 
not disclose the real names of the matchmaking companies, the people 
involved and the magazine. All the names in this chapter are pseudonyms, 
but I will keep using the real title of the article. 
During face-to-face interaction and in the immediate physical 
presence of others, individuals' actions have reciprocal influence upon one 
another's actions (Goffman 1959:26). Individuals try to present the best of 
themselves and maintain that “best impression" that they are giving to others. 
I 
My presence also influences my interviewees. In-depth interviews are a 
window that helps to illuminate the thinking and considerations of the cross-
border spouse seekers. However, the participant observation that I 
conducted during matchmaking activities allowed me to compare the 
messages that the spouse seekers' self-presentations conveyed with what 
my target interviewees had previously told me about themselves, and the 
images they presented of themselves in the interviews. 
Drawing on Goffman's analysis (1959), it seems probable that the 
images my target interviewees presented to me would be different from 
those they present to their potential dates because my identity, behavior and 
expectations of them are different from those of the spouse seekers'. During 
the matchmaking activities, spouse seekers have a limited amount of time to 
present their "best side" to their potential dates and to assess and approach 
the persons they are attracted to. The impressions spouse seekers work 
hard to give tell us what importance they attach to their own attributes. In 
addition, these impressions also provide information about people's 
21 The magazine is an entertainment magazine which targets young readers. 
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perceptions of the attributes their potential dates value, as well as on the 
measures their potential dates use to assess them. 
The Trip to Zhanjiang 
The three-day trip to Zhanjiang took place during the Lunar New Year 
holiday at the end of January 2001. It was jointly organized by a Hong Kong 
matchmaking company and another one in Zhanjiang. On the day of 
departure at 6 a.m. in Kowloon, Hong Kong, I met up with Ms Wong, the 
director of the Hong Kong matchmaking company, who introduced me to 
others on the trip—six Hong Kong men and Yip, a reporter for a local 
magazine. All Hong Kong men knew I was doing participant observation and 
the reporter was preparing for his article. Our group was part of a larger 
sightseeing tour group organized by a local travel agency that had no relation 
with the matchmaking company. During the day, we took part in all the 
sightseeing activities, but in the evening, arrangements were made for the 
Hong Kong men to meet their potential partners. I had to conceal the true 
reason for my participation in front of the mainland women and the staff in 
Zhanjiang and acted as Ms Wong's assistant, because she did not want to 
"scare" the women in Zhanjiang. I led the discussion at the first meeting of 
Hong Kong men and mainland women in Zhanjiang on the first night of the 
trip, and 丨 also helped to organize and lead games for the party after dinner 
the second evening. The reporter also had to pretend that he was an 
assistant of Ms Wong's—helping to take photos and providing advertising 
information for the company_in front of the Zhanjiang women. Although 
those Zhanjiang women did not know Yip's true identity, they knew that their 
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pictures would appear in the advertisements of Ms Wong's company. Ms 
Wong would receive free advertising for her business, and Yip would obtain 
material for an article reporting the trip. Yip was keen to go on this trip 
because most Hong Kong people know nothing about the activities held by 
matchmaking companies, and they do not have access to information about 
matchmaking companies.^^ 
Yip's "report" is different from my study because he asked two young 
participants to pose for him to take photos under his direction, so that he 
could make up a more interesting story with many amusing details and 
distorted facts to entertain his readers and to provide a better advertisement 
for Ms Wong's company. However, my role was to report as factually as 
possible what I observed and to analyze. Since Yip's article was treated as a 
free advertisement for Ms Wong's matchmaking company, Yip had some 
power over the arrangement of meetings between spouse-seekers. 
The First Day 
We left Kowloon, Hong Kong at around 6:30am and arrived at 
Zhanjiang at 9:30 p.m. for dinner on January 27，2001. During these fifteen 
hours sitting in the twenty-person van (instead of in a big and comfortable 
coach that we would expect), waiting in line to go through immigration 
procedures and for public toilets and during meals, I was able to talk to the 
22 Matchmaking companies are "mysterious" organizations in Hong Kong. People may 
occasionally find advertisements for matchmaking services in a small box (no larger than 
2cm X 2cm) in the newspapers. But they do not know if they are advertisements of genuine 
matchmaking companies or advertisements of brothels masquerading as "matchmaking 
companies." Arranged marriages and (individual or group) blind dates are rarely heard of in 
Hong Kong. There is a general prejudice in Hong Kong that only the "undesirable" men and 
women—either ugly, old or with strange personalities—need to employ matchmaking 
services. People tend not to tell others that they employ matchmaking services because of 
such prejudice. Many people in Hong Kong meet their marriage partners through work, 
study or introduction by friends. 
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Hong Kong spouse-seekers about their expectations for the trip and their 
attitudes towards marriage, Hong Kong women and mainland women, etc. 
All six men claimed that they did not have many expectations about meeting 
the Zhanjiang women. Even though I repeatedly asked them on different 
occasions~during meals, in the van, or at the gas station waiting for people 
to go to the toilets~they insisted that they did not expect much. Perhaps 
they simply did not want to "lose face" if the outcome of the trip fell short of 
their expressed expectations. 
After dinner, at around 11 p.m., there was a brief meeting for nine 
Zhanjiang women and the six Hong Kong men. A double room in a hotel 
with dim light was used as the meeting place. The nine Zhanjiang women 
sat on the two beds and the rest of us sat on the chairs. Among the nine 
women, only one was in her early twenties; the rest were in their thirties and 
early forties (they did look like their actual age). Four out of the six Hong 
Kong men were in their late thirties and early forties (but they all looked 
younger than their actual age): one was in his mid-twenties and one was only 
nineteen years old (these two young men looked as if they were in their early 
twenties). These participants did not know each other's age. I know the 
Zhanjiang women's ages because I helped Ms Wong collecting their 
personal information and contact numbers. Participants could only guess the 
other people's ages by their appearance. 
As the "assistant" of Ms Wong, I "broke the ice" and helped them start 
talking to each other. I was the "host" of this meeting. Yip, the magazine 
reporter, was the "photographer." I asked all the participants to introduce 
themselves~tell us their names, occupations and hobbies. People did not 
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talk much when introducing themselves; and they were shy. After 
introducing themselves, there was silence. I tried to ask people questions 
concerning their hobbies, but they did not talk much. 
I then suggested that the participants ask each other some questions. 
The Zhanjiang women asked the Hong Kong men only two questions: the 
men's family size and the districts in which they lived—they directed their 
questions to the men in their thirties and early forties. But the Hong Kong 
men did not ask the women any questions. This meeting lasted less than an 
hour and a half because it started late at night (at 11 p.m.) and the women 
did not feel comfortable staying out late. Since the Zhanjiang women had 
less than three chances to meet all the Hong Kong men within those three 
days, they had to use any chance they could to get to know more about the 
persons they were interested in. People thus tended to ask questions that 
they were concerned most. The two questions Zhanjiang women asked 
were very important for our understanding the women's considerations in 
their "initial assessment." First, by knowing the man's family size, the woman 
was able, to a certain extent, to calculate his family burden. Although the 
woman might be able to guess the man's income level by knowing his 
occupation, she could not assess his financial status without knowing about 
his financial obligations. Second, by knowing the man's family size, the 
woman may assess his living environment. For example, if he is able to 
afford to live by himself in an apartment in Hong Kong, the man is likely to be 
quite well-to-do. But if he is living with his parents and a sibling, a wife would 
have to live in a crowded environment with three strangers, and as the 
homemaker, she might have to take care of and do all the housework for 
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them. If the man is the only son, he may have been spoiled by his parents, 
and his wife will likely have much pressure to give birth to a son (or sons). 
Third, the district in which the man lives reflects his or his parents' financial 
status. If he is living in a wealthy neighborhood, he is likely to be well-to-do. 
It is clear that the very first thing these Zhanjiang women were concerned 
about was the financial status of the Hong Kong men. 
Participants' behavior carried many symbolic messages. That the two 
young men were ignored showed that the women tended to look for partners 
I 
who are of the same age or older. Young men are often not as financially 
stable as older men are; thus, the two young men were not considered as 
eligible as potential spouses by those Zhanjiang women. At the same time, 
the two young men were not interested in those women either. They had 
hoped to meet women in their early twenties. As I mentioned above, none of 
the Hong Kong men asked those Zhanjiang women any questions. At first I 
thought that they were simply shy. But when I talked to the men on the 
following day,丨 found out that they were not interested in those "old" women. 
All six men had anticipated meeting some young and attractive women who 
were in their early or mid-twenties. They were disappointed by the "old age" 
and "quality" of the women we met. For these men, including the magazine 
reporter, women who are over thirty years old are considered to be "too old." 
When they talked about "quality," they were referring to the appearance-
face and figure~of the women. Their disappointment explains their silence 
during the meeting. Yip, the magazine reporter, exclaimed during breakfast 
the next day that he was surprised: "Even women of that quality would dare 
to dream of finding Hong Kong husbands!" Yip assumed only women of 
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"high quality"—meaning young and pretty—would be "qualified" to date Hong 
Kong men. From what he said we can see that he assumed that the women 
should be aware of the kinds of capital they possess一in this case, the 
women did not have enough physical capital to date Hong Kong men so they 
should not have come. Some of the Hong Kong men agreed with what Yip 
said, and started to laugh at how "ugly," "fat" and "old" some of the women 
were, and joked that some of the women were so "old" that they must have 
been married before. None of them talked about the occupations or 
educational levels of the women. Although my Hong Kong male 
interviewees said they did not put much weight on the women's occupations, 
as we have seen in Chapter 2，I guessed some of the men would mind if the 
women were unemployed.^^ But no one ever commented on that. Perhaps 
the men had totally lost interest in discovering the other qualities about the 
women once they found the women physically unattractive. 
A few Zhanjiang women told the staff of the two companies that they 
were interested in Raymond and Joseph after the meeting. Both Raymond 
and Joseph were in their late thirties (but looked a few years younger than 
their age). Raymond has a management job while Joseph owns a company 
that does renovation work. They seemed to have a stable income. They 
both were nice, polite and gentle. Raymond was quite talkative but Joseph 
was a quiet person. According to the ideal attributes mainland women look 
for in husbands, discussed in the last chapter, Raymond and Joseph seem to 
be close to the ideal—they are financially stable, decent looking, have nice 
personalities and would provide an opportunity to migrate to Hong Kong. 
23 Two out of the nine Zhanjiang women we met at the first meeting were unemployed. 
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When we look at the attributes of the two men, Hong and Kin, in 
whom none of the Zhanjiang women showed any interest, we will be able to 
see that the women's "choice" (of not choosing these two men) was 
consistent with what my mainland target interviewees told me in the last 
chapter. Hong was a clerk in his early forties, a polite person but not 
attractive. When he introduced himself, he used only one sentence: “I am an 
ordinary person." Everyone laughed after Hong said that, but that did not 
gain him any favor among the women. Kin was a construction worker in his 
late thirties. His appearance could hardly be described as attractive. When 
he introduced himself, we could tell that he was an honest and 
straightforward person: "I like horse race gambling, smoking and drinking." 
Everyone laughed again. The Zhanjiang women might appreciate his 
honesty but not his interests. Hong's and Kin's qualifications or attributes do 
not seem to be anywhere close to those considered as ideal for a husband. 
Being a clerk implies that Hong's salary could be quite low, and being a 
construction worker means Kin's income was not very stable. Claiming that 
he is an "ordinary person" might make people laugh, but that introduction 
also shows that Hong did not know how to present, or sell, himself to 
potential dates within the limited time. Without knowing Hong's hobbies, it 
was hard for the women to guess what kind of person Hong is. Yet, I 
assume that if Hong were a doctor or lawyer or a professional with high 
income, the way he presented himself would not be very important because 
his economic capital would outweigh his personality. As for Kin, his interests 
are likely to expose him to financial risks. He was not perceived to be able to 
fulfill the most important requirement for a desirable husband—i.e., have 
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financial stability. Also, people often have a negative impression of men who 
smoke, drink and gamble, thinking that they are unreliable people. Kin was 
unlikely to "pass" the Zhanjiang women's assessment. 
Misunderstanding between the matchmaking company from Hong 
Kong and the one in Zhanjiang about the age range of the spouse seekers 
was one of the communication problems between the two companies which 
reflects the stereotype Zhanjiang people have toward the age of Hong Kong 
men who seek mainland wives. The Zhanjiang company expected that the 
Hong Kong men would be in their fifties and sixties because Hong Kong men 
who sought wives on the mainland in the late 1970s and 1980s were mainly 
from this age group, as I have mentioned in Chapter 1. However, the 
company did not realize that in the late 1990s, Hong Kong men in their 
thirties and forties had started considering seeking mainland wives. 
Consequently, they arranged a program with Zhanjiang women in their 
thirties and forties, who were seeking Hong Kong men in their fifties and 
sixties, at the first meeting. 
The Second Day 
On the second day, the Hong Kong spouse-seekers and I followed the 
tour guide with fourteen other Hong Kong tourists on a sightseeing trip. 
Another meeting of the two youngest men—Bobby and Hung—and eight 
Zhanjiang women was held at around 6 p.m. for an hour, mainly for the 
magazine reporter to take photos. I sprained my ankle in a park while 
sightseeing, so I did not go with them but went to have dinner with the four 
Hong Kong men and talked to them. 
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That evening, after dinner, the two matchmaking companies 
organized a party for the Hong Kong men to meet more Zhanjiang women in 
the big room of a restaurant with karaoke and disco lighting. As the 
"assistant," I organized and led a few games for the cross-border spouse-
seekers. There were more than twenty women for the six Hong Kong men to 
meet. However, as I said earlier, there were communication problems 
between the Hong Kong and Zhanjiang matchmaking companies. Over fifty 
people took part in this party, but over half of them were not spouse-seekers, 
which made both the Hong Kong men and Zhanjiang women too shy to 
participate in the games or talk to each other, let alone dance. It is 
uncommon to see spouse-seekers bringing family and friends to 
matchmaking parties in Hong Kong and in Shenzhen. The staff of the 
Zhanjiang company told me that some young women were too shy to come 
by themselves, and some young women's family members worried that the 
Hong Kong men might be playboys, so they accompanied the young women. 
This shows that mainland people do not fully trust the self-presentation of 
Hong Kong men and the matchmakers. The staff of the Zhanjiang 
matchmaking company said people there preferred to dance and sing. After 
the games, we alternatively played some disco music for people to 
encourage dancing and Karaoke music to encourage singing. Yet, the Hong 
Kong men did not join in the dancing or the singing. Some mainland women 
took the initiative to talk to them, but the Hong Kong men never took any 
initiative. Apparently, they were disappointed once more by the 
arrangements and the general "quality" of the women. 
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After the party, at around midnight, ten Zhanjiang women went to what 
they said was the best disco in Zhanjiang with the Hong Kong men and me 
until around 3:30am. Four of the ten women had been at the first meeting. 
About twenty-one of us (including the staff of the two matchmaking 
companies, but not the reporter because he thought he had already collected 
enough material) booked a luxurious room (with a private toilet and television 
set), where people could play dice and drink. When they wanted to dance, 
they could go to the central dance floor. This cost each of us RMB$20— 
surprisingly cheap by Hong Kong standards. I sat in the room, chatted, and 
listened to others' conversations and observed who was "hot" and who was 
being ignored. The four Zhanjiang women who played dice in pairs with the 
Hong Kong men were the youngest and prettiest among the ten who went to 
the disco with us. The four couples played dice and drank sat at the center 
of the room. The staff and the other six Zhanjiang women, who were in their 
late thirties and early forties, sat on one corner of the room and chatted with 
one another. Again, the two youngest men were ignored by the women. 
They sat in another corner of the room, and sometimes played dice with the 
four couples and chatted with me. Ms. Wong and I sat around to talk to the 
people being ignored. We all went to the dance floor to dance from time to 
time. But no men danced with the older women there. 
As I said earlier, the Hong Kong men and the reporter were 
disappointed by the "quality" of the older Zhanjiang women and surprised to 
find women in their late thirties and early forties seeking Hong Kong 
husbands, because those women should have known that they did not have 
enough physical capital—youth and beauty—to attract Hong Kong men. 
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From the information I obtained from different matchmaking companies, the 
majority of women who look for thirty-to-forty-year-old Hong Kong husbands 
are in their twenties because they clearly know that their youth and beauty 
are sought after by Hong Kong men. Mainland women who seek Hong Kong 
husbands are well aware of their own symbolic capital, and are clear about 
what Hong Kong men want in wives. Then one might ask how come those 
women in their late thirties would "dare" to seek Hong Kong husbands? 
When I，as the assistant, talked to the six older Zhanjiang women at the 
disco (four of whom had also been at the first meeting), I found out that they 
were "very satisfied" with the "quality" (su zhi 素質）of the six Hong Kong men 
they met because they were expecting Hong Kong men who were in their 
fifties and sixties. This shows that they were in fact well aware of their lack 
of physical capital in competing with young women for Hong Kong men who 
are in their thirties and forties. Their "awareness" was shown through their 
sitting pattern~this group of older women sat together at the corner, keeping 
a set social distance apart from the younger women and Hong Kong men. 
None of them made any attempt to join the Hong Kong men and younger 
women playing dice, which shows their fear of rejection. 
When I was talking to the older women, I noticed that two pairs of 
Hong Kong men and Zhanjiang women started holding hands—a means of 
publicly displaying their attraction for each other. But they did not display 
any other intimate behavior. The two men, Joseph and Kin, escorted their 
"girlfriends" back home when we left the disco. I did not follow them. All I 
learned was that Kin did not go back to his hotel room until the next morning 
when we had breakfast. 
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Kin's "girlfriend" did not attend the first meeting.丨 am not clear how 
much she knows about Kin. But I am certain that she knew Kin was from 
Hong Kong and I guess Kin would have told her that he was a construction 
worker. The girlfriend was able to see that Kin did not have an attractive 
appearance. I did not have a chance to talk to Kin's "girlfriend." From her 
appearance, she looked like she was in her late twenties or early thirties. 
She was an ordinary looking woman, not particularly attractive. There are 
three possible reasons why Kin's girlfriend would be attracted to him. First, if 
I 
we assumed that Kin's girlfriend knew the background of Kin, she might have 
felt that Kin's Hong Kong identity—and migration opportunity to Hong Kong it 
would provide to his girlfriend—is so important a form of symbolic capital that 
it overrides other shortcomings in financial stability, personality and 
appearance. Second, if we assumed that Kin's girlfriend did not know much 
about Kin's background, it is possible that the implications of being a Hong 
Kong person—wealthy, sophisticated, and modern—are already attractive 
enough. Third, the girlfriend might have already calculated her own capital in 
comparison with the attributes of the prospective Hong Kong date. She 
knew she did not have much economic capital in the eyes of a Hong Kong 
man，24 and her social capital might not be valuable to a Hong Kong man. I 
am not clear about her educational attainment, but she probably knew that 
her cultural capital was not an important consideration for the Hong Kong 
man. She would have known that women often use their physical capital to 
exchange for the capital of the men, and she realized that she was not 
24 Zhanjiang women who joined the matchmaking activities told me that ordinary workers in 
Zhanjiang generally make RMB$400 to 500 per month. 
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attractive physically. Therefore, she might know that she was only able to 
attract a Hong Kong man like Kin, who did not have much economic, social 
or cultural capital but did provide an opportunity for her to emigrate. She 
would have to use her sexual capital—access to her sexuality—to attract Kin. 
For women who are young and beautiful, their physical capital may be 
enough to attract prospective partners; they may choose to reserve and give 
out their sexual capital at a later stage in the relationship. But for women 
who are not viewed as attractive, such as Kin's girlfriend, they may need to 
use their sexual capital at an earlier stage of the relationship. 
Hong Kong men are not ignorant of mainland women's calculations, 
such as those of Kin's girlfriend. Hong Kong men know that mainland 
women utilize their physical attractiveness in exchange for Hong Kong men's 
capital, and they are clear that Hong Kong men do not put much weight on 
their cultural and social capital. Thus, Hong Kong men in general know that 
it is easier for them to find young and attractive wives on the mainland 
because they can offer the mainland women opportunities to migrate to Hong 
Kong. The Hong Kong identity is not valued by Hong Kong women; Hong 
Kong men need to use their economic, cultural and social capital to attract 
young and beautiful Hong Kong women. The high value mainland women 
place on the opportunity to migrate to Hong Kong makes the Hong Kong 
men's "Hong Kong identity" a valuable form of symbolic capital. This 
explains why many low-income Hong Kong men who do not have much 
capital by Hong Kong standards are still able to find young and attractive 
wives on the mainland. With these men's limited capital, they would not be 
able to find young and attractive Hong Kong women to marry them. 
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The Third Day 
The whole day was spent traveling back to Hong Kong. During meals, 
the staff of the matchmaking company, the magazine reporter and I openly 
discussed the attractiveness of the mainland women we met at the meetings. 
Discussions about the Zhanjiang women we met were focused on two 
aspects—appearance and personality. In fact, the Hong Kong men spent 
most of the time commenting on the appearance of the women. "Who was 
the prettiest woman at the party" was the first thing they discussed. Hong, a 
clerk in his early forties, noted that there was a young, pretty and "very 
feminine" woman who wore glasses and a black top to the party. But she 
stayed for a short time and left early. All of us tried very hard to recall the 
women we met at the party. Then, a few men agreed, "Oh, I spotted her, too. 
Yes, she is feminine," or commented, "She has fair skin," "Her body figure is 
quite good." Being "feminine" and having "fair skin" are both highly valued 
feminine traits in Hong Kong. When I asked them about a certain woman 
who went to the disco with us, the first thing they talked about was always 
her appearance. In fact, they did not comment much on the personality of 
the women. This is consistent with what Ms Wong and Ms Lam (owners of 
two matchmaking companies) told me and what the AMI survey found that I 
have discussed in Chapter 3—the first thing men pay attention to in a woman 
is her appearance, although they claim personality is the most important 
attribute of a woman. My interviewees never talked about the women's 
occupation, educational attainment, or intelligence; not even with a casual 
comment like "She is quite smart." The fact that Hong Kong wife-seekers put 
140 
When Hong Kong Men Meet Mainland Women 
relatively little emphasis on women's intelligence and financial status is also 
consistent with what the matchmakers and my target interviewees told me as 
well as with the findings of the AMI survey that I have discussed in Chapter 3. 
Sitting in the van returning to Hong Kong, Joseph, the man who held 
hands with a Zhanjiang woman, was quieter than usual. Ms Wong 
suggested to him half-jokingly that he should get married soon,^ ® and that if 
he married the mainland woman, she could visit Hong Kong twice a year for 
up to three months per visit. Then he would not need to travel so often to 
meet his mainland girlfriend. There were at least six or seven people sitting 
at the back of the van, which made Joseph quite uncomfortable. He smiled 
and mumbled, "No, no, we can't hurry on this issue." 
Joseph later told me privately, "It takes time to 丨earn the personality 
and character of a person. That she might marry me for money is the main 
reason why I would not marry her quickly." He told me he worried that dating 
the Zhanjiang woman and mainland women in general would affect his work: 
My company does interior renovation business. When I get a project, 
I have to be responsible for everything, because it is my own company 
and it is small. Once I receive a project for my company, I am not 
likely to be able to leave [Hong Kong]. I have to take care of every 
detail of a project and supervise the work. Unless my company was 
big enough for me to hire more people to handle the projects, I would 
be exhausted traveling back and forth from Hong Kong to Zhanjiang 
or the mainland. It is tough. Employers in my field don't like to hire 
workers who have wives or families on the mainland, because they 
often get too tired from the travel and lose the incentive and energy to 
w o r k . 2 6 
25 Ms Wong will get a certain amount of bonus from Joseph if he marries the woman. 
26 I did not tape record the conversation as I tape-recorded almost all of the other 
conversations reported in this thesis. I was able to write down his responses to my 
questions in the van. 
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From what my target interviewees told me and from information I 
obtained from the matchmakers, Joseph's worries about being cheated by 
mainland gold-diggers and getting exhausted from traveling are shared by 
many Hong Kong men who consider seeking wives on the mainland. As 
discussed in Chapter 3, my Hong Kong target interviewees are well aware of 
"gold-diggers" in cross-border marriages. All they can do, as they suggest, is 
to observe the behavior of their mainland girlfriends for a long time and not 
marry too soon. Joseph's "strategy" echoes these men's views. As for the 
travel, it took us almost thirteen hours to travel by the van between 
Shenzhen and Zhanjiang. It was exhausting and very uncomfortable. Hong 
Kong men are not ignorant of the "hardships" involved if they have to visit 
their mainland girlfriend once a week or once every two weeks. Therefore, 
Hong Kong men often seek mainland wives in places that are close to Hong 
Kong and easily accessible by public transport, such as Shenzhen and 
Guangzhou. Ms Wong later decided to develop connections with 
matchmaking companies in Shenzhen and Guangzhou to offer services to 
cross-border spouse seekers. 
From what Joseph told me, we can see that he was quite serious 
about the relationship, whereas Kin, who was a construction worker, acted 
as if he did not care. When people teased Kin about not coming back to the 
hotel the night before, he just smiled and did not say a word. Bobby, the 
second youngest man on the trip, suspected that Kin was not serious and 
simply wanted to have casual sex. He even teased Kin, "Can you remember 
her name?" Kin just laughed but did not say a word; and he refused to talk 
with me further. 
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Limited Display of Capital? 
The above analysis is based on the more obvious actions and 
comments of the cross-border spouse seekers. Now, I would like to discuss 
the more subtle interaction—the public display of capital. One's capital will 
not be noticed unless the capital is publicly displayed. Contrary to what 
people might expect, none of the Hong Kong men showed off their capital, 
be it economic capital, or cultural capital or symbolic capital, in any of the 
matchmaking activities by boasting about themselves or wearing expensive 
clothes and accessories. For example, Joseph concealed his economic 
capital as the owner of an interior renovation company. Instead, at the first 
meeting, he claimed that he was an "engineering staff," which was a lot less 
appealing than being the owner of a company. Spouse seekers (both local 
spouse seekers and cross-border spouse seekers) always describe their 
occupations briefly at matchmaking activities. But it would be quite unusual 
to see a man using a less appealing description to introduce himself if he 
were attempting to attract Hong Kong women. My Hong Kong interviewees 
did not dress up, wear eye-catching and expensive accessories, nor did they 
show off their property, and boast about their occupational and financial 
status. In general, from their appearance and behavior, one could hardly tell 
the background or financial status of these Hong Kong men. Following 
Goffman's idea of "idealization"—"the tendency for performers to offer their 
observers an impression that is idealized in several different ways" (1959:44), 
we tend to assume that in matchmaking activities, spouse seekers would 
express their wealth, class status and power during their "performance" in 
front of potential spouses in order to impress them. Yet, he states that 
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"negative idealization" is also common—there are many reasons for 
"exercising systematic modesty and for underplaying any expressions of 
wealth, capacity, spiritual strength, or self-respect" (1959:47). 
Prudently concealing, or underplaying, their own capital shows that 
the Hong Kong men are well aware of the unequal power relations between 
them and the mainland women, and that they are worried about attracting 
gold-diggers. The women they met wanted to marry Hong Kong men. The 
men know that their Hong Kong identity already implies the most important 
attributes required by the women: financial stability and the opportunity to 
migrate to Hong Kong. These six Hong Kong men are clearly aware that 
they are in the dominant position to pick and choose among the mainland 
women. Therefore, they did not need to further display their capital to attract 
the women. Also, to avoid attracting gold-diggers, these men tried to play 
down the expression of wealth and social status in order to show that mutual 
admiration of personal qualities was the thing they are looking for in a 
relationship. 
In the following section, I will discuss how the magazine reporter 
presented this trip to the public in his "report," making use of current 
stereotypes of cross-border spouse seekers to make his "report" more 
entertaining. His so-called "report" is indeed more of a made-up story than 
based on what actually took place. Analyzing the article helps us in 
understanding how the mass media perceive and portray cross-border 
marriages. 
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The Magazine Version 
The three-page article, "Witnessing a Girl-hunting Bus Trip", uses 
eleven photos to make-up a story of two young men—Bobby and Hung_ 
going to Zhanjiang to meet local women there. It serves two purposes: to 
entertain and satisfy the curiosity of the Hong Kong public in knowing how 
people meet mainland wives and what the "quality" of the mainland women is; 
and to provide free advertisement for Ms Wong's matchmaking company. 
We may expect that the reporter will exaggerate and distort some facts to a 
certain degree to serve the two purposes. Before I discuss how the trip is 
presented, I will briefly talk about the reporter's anticipation. 
The reporter, Yip, was disappointed by the "quality" of the Zhanjiang 
women we met. Yip's article was supposed to be the cover story because he 
and the editor of the magazine anticipated that there should be at least 
twenty to thirty young and attractive mainland women in their early twenties 
who would stand in one line, like the women in a beauty pageant, for the six 
Hong Kong men to choose from and for Yip to take pictures. This "dream 
picture" was supposed to be the cover page of the magazine. However, the 
Zhanjiang women we met were not "up to standard"一not beautiful enough to 
be cover girls. 
From Yip's "dream picture" for the cover page, we can see that 
mainland women are perceived by the reporter and the editor as 
commodities or sex objects for Hong Kong men to choose, since the readers 
are thought to share this same view. Power would totally be in the hands of 
the Hong Kong men, while the mainland women would be passive and 
vulnerable. The mainland women are seen as commodities. They are the 
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sex objects in the market, desperately waiting for Hong Kong men to choose 
them. 
Since Yip's dream was not able to come true, Yip decided to shift the 
focus to Bobby and Hung_the two youngest spouse-seekers in the tr ip~to 
"report" how these two young men chase mainland women as a selling point. 
The title of Yip's article is，"Witnessing a Girl-hunting Bus Trip," with the 
subtitle, "Real Story of a 19-year-old Boy Chasing a Girl at Lightning Speed." 
Since Hong Kong people generally think older Hong Kong men, for example, 
those in their forties or older, would seek wives on the mainland, it is 
"extraordinary" to see a young man aged twenty-five and one aged nineteen 
seeking wives on the mainland. In recent years, Hong Kong people have 
started to hear stories about young Hong Kong men in their early twenties, 
including college students, dating young mainland women for casual sex. 
Readers would be interested in knowing how young men date mainland 
women, especially because the magazine targets readers in their late teens 
and people in their twenties. Another reason why Yip targeted Bobby and 
Hung as the "main characters" was that they were the only ones who agreed 
to be part of the article. This was the result of Ms Wong's persuasion. 
Bobby and Hung told me that the main reason why they agreed to be the 
main characters was that they were keen to appear as the main characters 
of a magazine article, and they hoped to show this article to their children 
and grandchildren in the future, and hoped to be able to show off in front of 
their peers. From what I have observed, they were easily manipulated by 
Yip in the sense that they did whatever Yip asked them to do, for example, 
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where to sit, what pose to strike and what games to play for Yip to take 
pictures, and they were willing to answer any questions Yip asked them. 
The "Story" 
The first page of the article is composed of two pictures: one big 
picture of Bobby and Hung that takes up two-thirds of the page, taken in front 
of the van, striking a pose to show how determined and confident they are to 
find a date in Zhanjiang; and one 2-by-3-inch picture of a Zhanjiang woman. 
In the left-hand corner of the Zhanjiang woman's picture, there is a balloon 
referring the woman as doih kau bak muih [C](代溝匕妹)，"Northern Girl 
Waiting to be Picked Up." The woman's name, Fang-fang? her age (twenty 
years old) and her occupation (kindergarten teacher) are written at the 
bottom of her picture. On the top right hand corner, basic information about 
the trip such as the date, fee, target and itinerary is stated. The title of the 
article is printed in a very big font size on the top left-hand corner down at the 
bottom, with the introduction written next to it in small font size. At the 
bottom of the page, some personal information of the two young men is 
provided, namely, age, educational level, occupation, monthly income, 
experience in dating, dating status, reasons for joining the trip and how their 
friends and relatives look at wife-seeking on the mainland. Bobby is a 
twenty-five-year-old manager of a gift shop who earns HK$20，000 per month 
and has had six girlfriends in the past. Hung is a nineteen-year-old 
27 Fang-fang did not join the first meeting. She went to the second meeting in the afternoon 
on the second day that only Bobby and Hung attended, and the party in the evening of the 
second day. 
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unemployed man with no dating experience ever, and he said he had been 
rejected by ten Hong Kong women he had run after. 
On the second and third page, Yip uses ten photos to present the 
"girl-hunting" story of Bobby and Hung. There is no text in the article, but 
only captions of the photos and a short paragraph of the "Girl-chasing 
Result." In the first three pictures, Bobby and Hung struck poses according 
Yip's direction. In the first picture, we see Bobby and Hung sleeping in the 
van. Bobby is half-naked, putting cologne onto his armpits to prepare for the 
first meeting in the second picture. According to the caption, Bobby is saying, 
"Let me put some cologne under my arms. The girls will die under my 
charm." But in fact Bobby did not say that. In the fourth picture, six 
Zhanjiang women are sitting on the beds on the left-hand side，while Bobby 
and Hung sit on the right hand side. Somehow Bobby is closing his eyes 
with his arms crossed in front of his chest and Hung is looking at the ground 
laughing. The reporter adds a balloon saying, "Don't want to see" close to 
Bobby's head, and a balloon close to Hung's head saying, “Want to throw 
up," both of which suggest that the mainland women are so old and ugly that 
the two young men cannot accept them. The third picture is very small, in 
circular shape, at the bottom left-hand corner of the fourth picture, with Ms 
Wong and Bobby standing outside the room striking the pose the reporter 
wants. Ms Wong is pointing into the room, Bobby is leaning toward the door 
to take a glance at the "pretty women" he anticipates. 
The reporter also uses two yellow labels to "categorize" the Zhanjiang 
women—iba/c gu [C] (：!匕士古）and bak sou [C] (：!匕嫂)一and put them over the 
heads of the women. Bak [C] (；!匕）literally means the north, indicating that 
148 
When Hong Kong Men Meet Mainland Women 
the women come from the north. Hong Kong people conventionally use the 
demeaning prefix bak to refer to women from the north of Hong K o n g -
mainland China. Bak muih [C](北姝)，bak gu and bak sou are therefore 
demeaning terms referring to women from the mainland. Yet, Zhanjiang 
people are Guangdong people (Southern people) who speak Cantonese— 
the same as Hong Kong people. "Muih"(妹)，"gu"(姑）and "sou"(嫂）are 
terms referring to women of different age groups. "Gd" is a Chinese kinship 
term addressing a young woman or one's father's sister, depending on the 
context. "Sou" is also a Chinese kinship term addressing one's sister-in-law. 
In general usage, "gu" and "sou" are used to refer to older women. Hong 
Kong people often use bak gu and bak sou to refer to older mainland 
prostitutes_prostitutes in their thirties or older. "Muih" literally means girl(s); 
Hong Kong people often use bak muih to refer to young mainland prostitutes 
in their twenties or younger. Hong Kong people and some local newspapers 
often use bak muih, bak gu and bak sou to refer to prostitutes from the 
mainland of different age groups. Readers are likely to associate these 
Zhanjiang women with prostitutes as the reporter uses these three 
demeaning terms to label these women. On the one hand, the reporter uses 
labels that reflect Hong Kong people's current association of mainland 
women with prostitutes because he knows this is what Hong Kong people 
perceive and like to read. At the same time, the reporter is reinforcing such 
demeaning and stereotypical associations. 
In the fifth picture, we see Ms Wong talking to the staff of the 
Zhanjiang matchmaking company with the balloon added by the reporter, 
"Young girls can't go out at night." Hung is standing next to them, looking at 
149 
When Hong Kong Men Meet Mainland Women 
them, and a balloon saying, “Give me back my money!" is added. In the 
caption, the reporter tells the reader that Ms Wong is complaining that the 
Zhanjiang women at the first meeting are too old, and the men are not 
looking for older-sister-younger-brother or mother-son relationships. The 
sixth and seventh pictures were, again, taken under the direction of the 
reporter. Bobby and Hung are walking near the van, looking as if they are 
disappointed and are wondering about something in the sixth picture. The 
caption explains that the two young men are disappointed after the 
"nightmare" (meeting the "ugly" and "old" mainland women). In the seventh 
picture, Hung closes his eyes, as if worshipping Buddha at a temple. The 
caption explains that Hung is asking god for a "northern girlfriend." The 
eighth picture was taken at the second meeting of the Hong Kong men and 
eight young Zhanjiang women. But only Bobby and Hung attended, mainly 
for the sake of taking photos, and I did not go with them. In the picture, three 
young mainland women are sitting inside a room, Ms Wong is welcoming 
Hung and Bobby who are standing at the door, entering the room. Hung is 
staring at the woman sitting close to the door—Fang-fang, his "target." 
In the ninth picture, Bobby and Hung are seen with seven young women 
taking part in a game in which they need to hold hands with one another. To 
make fun of Bobby, there is a balloon telling the readers that he is saying, 
"Hold my hands, please!" This game was designed and led by Yip for photo 
taking purpose. To advertise for Ms Wong's company, in the caption, Yip 
says, "Apart from meeting the eight young women, Hung and Bobby can also 
dance and hold hands and play body-to-body games with more than twenty 
young women!" In the tenth picture, we see Hung and Fang-fang dancing 
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with a one-foot distance between them. The reporter draws two hearts in 
pink in the picture near the heads of Hung and Fang-fang, and describes in 
the caption that Hung successfully asked Fang-fang out to karaoke singing 
and dinner. Not only did they sing many love songs, they also exchanged 
their telephone numbers. 
At the bottom of the second page, Yip reports the "Girl-chasing 
Result" that Hung and a twenty-year old Fang-fang have become "intimate 
good friends" at the "speed of lightning." In that last picture, we see Hung 
and Fang-fang standing side by side. The reporter claims that the picture 
was taken before Hung left Zhanjiang (in fact, it was taken at the second 
meeting when Hung and Fang-fang first met), and it was Hung who 
requested that the reporter to take that "warm" picture. The reporter says 
Fang-fang told him，“I joined the club (many matchmaking companies prefer 
to call themselves "clubs" to allow people meeting more "friends" without 
feeling so embarrassed) in order to expand my social circle, and because I 
wanted to meet some Hong Kong guys. He (Hung) is quite good". Hung 
seems to have had a "happy result," whereas Bobby hopes to be able to find 
a mainland girlfriend next time. I do not know what Fang-fang had told the 
reporter. All I know is that Hung and Fang-fang did not start dating or any 
"intimate" friendship in the course of the trip. 
Messages to the Readers 
On the first page of the article, Bobby explains why he has joined the 
matchmaking trip, 
My ex-girlfriends in Hong Kong all tried to play hard-to-get and 
pretended to be strong career women. Being taken advantage of by 
Hong Kong women so many times, I decided to try to meet gentle 
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pretty girls on the mainland! But my friends said mainland girls are all 
after money. In fact, Hong Kong girls are also after money. The 
difference is that mainland girls are greedy but gentle and submissive, 
whereas Hong Kong girls are demanding, and even want their 
boyfriends to be obedient like their dogs! 
Hung also blames Hong Kong women for his failure in chasing women, 
Hong Kong girls are demanding! Though I think I'm stylish and 
handsome,丨 don，t have a good job, so no girls are interested in me! 
That's why I joined the girl-hunting trip to find a girlfriend! My parents 
really object to my idea of marrying a mainland girl. That's why I just 
came to take a look. If I met someone nice, I'd date her casually. I'm 
not obligated to marry her! 
Both Bobby and Hung claim that it is the Hong Kong women's 
personality problems that "force" them to seek mainland women of better 
personality. Only Hung points out his own problem—not having a "good job" 
(in fact, he was unemployed). The worries and concerns of Bobby's friends 
and Hung's parents and friends are in fact shared by many cross-border 
spouse seekers and their families and friends. Bobby^ ® and Hung are 
portrayed as two naive, weak and desperate Hong Kong young men who 
had been badly treated or ignored by Hong Kong women and hope to find 
submissive, gentle and pretty mainland girlfriends over whom they can have 
power. 
Mainland women are mainly divided into two groups in the article: 
young and pretty women whom every Hong Kong man likes, or old and ugly 
women who make Hong Kong men sick. Mainland women are generally 
portrayed as easy to date, willing to date or marry Hong Kong men, and are 
associated with prostitutes through the demeaning terms that are used to 
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address them. All these fit the stereotypes of mainland women perceived by 
most Hong Kong people. Even an unattractive and unemployed young man 
like Hung~who is not able to attract any girlfriend in Hong K o n g w o u l d be 
welcomed by a young and quite attractive mainland woman who looks gentle 
and nice. The emphasis on Zhanjiang women outnumbering Hong Kong 
men at each meeting makes Hong Kong men appear to be wanted and 
important, which again satisfies the men's need to have feelings of power. 
Yip particularly choose Fang-fang as the female main character 
because she fits the ideal image that Hong Kong men generally have of 
mainland women, as I described in Chapter 3. Fang-fang is young (twenty 
years old), quite attractive (with fair skin), looks healthy and always has a 
smile on her face. It is possible that being a kindergarten teacher makes 
Fang-fang appear as caring, gentle, kind-hearted and even "closer to nature" 
(see Ortner 1974)，which makes the men, who are identified as the products 
of culture, seem more powerful and superior to the woman. Being young 
also makes Fang-fang appear easy to manipulate. Since the article also 
serves an advertising purpose, we can see that Yip and the editor clearly 
know what the Hong Kong male readers and spouse-seekers look f o r~ 
power over their (mainland) wives. 
Fang-fang as the mainland women "representative" seems to be 
highly praised, or "promoted"; however, from the balloon on her picture on 
the first page, she is labeled with the demeaning term, "Northern Girl Waiting 
to be Picked Up." The article is in fact saying, that the mainland woman is 
28 Bobby called me on the day this magazine was released. He complained to me that he 
looked stupid in the article, especially with his half-naked picture. He exclaimed, "How can I 
show this article with the pictures to my children and grandchildren in the future?" 
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very nice in all respects, but after all, she is no more than a young "prostitute" 
from backward mainland China waiting for a rich Hong Kong man to pick her 
up. This image of a nice and innocent kindergarten teacher looking happily 
into the camera, showing her eagerness to be "picked up" by Hong Kong 
men easily satisfies Hong Kong people's sense of superiority over mainland 
Chinese and their need to seek power over their wives. Although Fang-fang 
is labeled as "the Northern Girl," Fang-fang is "better" that those prostitutes 
referred to with that reference in the sense that she is likely to be mentally 
I 
and sexually "clean" or "cleaner" than the prostitutes; yet, still, she is a 
mainland woman who is waiting for Hong Kong men to "pick her up". 
Conclusion 
In this chapter,丨 have discussed and analyzed the interaction of 
cross-border spouse seekers who joined the three-day matchmaking trip, 
and how a Hong Kong magazine reporter presented the trip. The views of 
my target interviewees that I have presented in Chapters 3 and 4 concerning 
attributes they look for in spouses are to a great extent consistent with what I 
observed in the matchmaking trip. First of all, appearance is the first thing 
men pay attention to when meeting a woman, although my interviewees all 
claimed that personality was their most important concern. From their 
comments, we can see Hong Kong men on the trip put a lot more emphasis 
on the appearance of the mainland women than on the women's personality. 
Second, Hong Kong men's prudent lack of display of their capital confirms 
their worry of meeting “gold-diggers•” We can see the prevalent stereotype 
of "mainland gold-diggers" does influence Hong Kong men's impression 
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management to a great extent. Third, we can see that the mainland women 
clearly understand that their youth and attractiveness—their physical 
capital—is their most valuable form of capital for attracting Hong Kong 
husbands. 
Through their interactions, we can actually see that both Hong Kong 
men and mainland women are clear what they themselves and the other 
parties look for in a spouse, and they were not as desperate in seeking 
partners as many Hong Kong people might think. They seem shy but they 
I 
are not ignorant. By downplaying the forms of capital they possess, the 
Hong Kong men showed us two of their considerations. First, they 
understood their identity as "Hong Kong people" already implied that they 
possess certain kinds of capital that the mainland women looked for— 
symbolic capital (the opportunity to migrate to Hong Kong) and economic 
capital. They understood that they had more power in choosing spouses on 
the mainland. They were also clear that the less they exposed about 
themselves to the mainland women, the more power they would gain. 
Second, the Hong Kong men hoped that the mainland women would be 
attracted to them as a person and would accept the way they were, and 
would not merely run after their economic capital or symbolic capital. As for 
the mainland women, they told the staff that they liked a particular Hong 
Kong man. They were concerned with their own feeling toward the man. 
They did not run after any Hong Kong man they met although they were 
"very satisfied" with the men's quality. However, people's mutual attraction 
or their feeling for one another is the aspect that any researcher would not 
easily be able to observe or analyze objectively. 
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The symbolic messages that the magazine article brings mainly 
concentrate on satisfying the desire of Hong Kong men to have power over 
mainland women. Surprisingly, the reporter does not mention the financial 
issue at all, which people often think is the most important consideration 
when dating and marrying mainland women. Given the limited space_three 
pages—the reporter and the editor chose to present the considerations that 
concern Hong Kong men most. The ability to satisfy Hong Kong men's 
desire to have power over their wives is the aspect that allows mainland 
women to "win" over Hong Kong women. However, comparing the cost of 
dating in Hong Kong with that on the mainland could also be a good selling 
point for the magazine and for Ms Wong's company. Why did the reporter 
not emphasize this point? One may argue that the reporter has assumed all 
Hong Kong readers know the cost of living is low on the mainland. The fact 
that the reporter and the editor intentionally put the emphasis of the story on 
the power relations between Hong Kong men and mainland women reflects 
not only Hong Kong people's sense of superiority over mainland Chinese, 
but also the importance for Hong Kong men of having power over one's wife. 
Financial consideration may be crucial, but the desire to have power over 
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The cross-border marriages between Hong Kong men and mainland 
women are a multi-layered phenomenon. This conclusion will be in three 
parts: first, I will first summarize my findings discussed in the past chapters 
and analyze the ideological, the social, the economic and the political factors 
leading to such marriages. These factors are intertwined. Economic factors 
alone are not sufficient to lead to the cross-border marriages between Hong 
Kong men and mainland women, contrary to what many people might think. 
Second, I analyze the influence of cross-border marriages in terms of the 
general attitudes about the relationship between Hong Kong Chinese and 
mainland migrants in Hong Kong. Third, I attempt to predict the possible 
trends in marriage patterns in Hong Kong, and suggest the social assistance 




The attributes and the roles of an ideal wife and ideal husband are 
culturally specific. Such ideals are constantly negotiated by men and women 
in any society, although men in patriarchal societies often have more power 
in defining these ideals. Hong Kong men, in general, are socially expected 
to be the breadwinners of the families and are more inclined to marry down, 
usually marrying women who are younger, who have lower levels of 
educational attainment, who come from lower income groups, or who have a 
lower social status. Hong Kong men who seek wives across the border tend 
to seek power over their wives. Hong Kong women, regardless of their 
educational or socioeconomic backgrounds, tend to marry up, usually 
marrying men who are older, or who have higher levels of educational 
attainment, or who have higher incomes, or who come from a social status 
higher than their own. These women tend to seek a husband on whom they 
are able to "depend" financially and, hopefully, emotionally. 
Marriage involves the exchange of capital—symbolic capital, physical 
capital, sexual capital，social capital, economic capital and cultural capital. 
Pierre Bourdieu's concept of capital is particularly useful in applying to 
various forms of exchange involve in marriage. The value and importance of 
these kinds of capital differ from society to society. Marriages between Hong 
Kong men and mainland women, and marriages between Hong Kong men 
and Hong Kong women, often involve the exchange of the men's economic 
capital (financial stability) and symbolic capital (the opportunity to immigrate) 
with the women's physical capital (youth and attractiveness). This is 
especially clear when we look at the attributes single people are looking for 
in potential spouses. Erving Goffman's theory of self-presentation and 
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impression management in everyday life is very helpful in analyzing the 
display of capital of the spouse-seekers. 
Hong Kong women in general have, in the past three decades, 
become more financially independent, enjoyed more exposure to the world, 
received higher levels of educational attainment, have developed more 
independent thinking, and have become more ambitious in the pursuit of 
careers. To borrow Hochschild's (1989) term, they are the "faster-changing 
women" as compared with the "slower-changing men." Yet, still, their hope 
to marry someone with an even higher social status than their own remains 
the same. These "improvements" in skills, or increases in cultural, social and 
economic capital, are the qualities that employers look for in their employees, 
but are not necessarily what Hong Kong men look for in wives. These 
"improvements" may even be interpreted as threats to the husbands' power. 
Many Hong Kong men are still looking for young and attractive women with 
gentle and caring personalities, and feel intimidated by wives who are 
"smarter" or more "successful" than they are because they seek to have 
power, although not necessarily control, over their wives. This creates much 
tension between the two sexes in Hong Kong. Cross-border marriage is one 
of the outcomes of such tension. 
In Hong Kong, a man's financial status is positively related to his 
sense of masculinity and his desirability as a husband, because Hong Kong 
society defines a "capable man" as one who is able to provide the most 
resources to his family. The number of prospective wives who are willing to 
marry Hong Kong men with lower incomes and be the housewives has 
decreased considerably as women's social status in general has improved 
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through education and work, and as they continue to seek husbands with 
higher financial and social status. Although this would seem to be an 
individual problem of low-income men, Hochschild, speaking of the United 
States, points out that the problems are social: 
Problems between husbands and wives, problems which seem 
"individual" and "marital," are often individual experiences of powerful 
economic and cultural shock waves that are not caused by one 
person or two. Quarrels that erupt... result from the different rates of 
change which themselves result from the different rates at which the 
industrial economy has drawn men and women into itself (1990:11). 
Drawing on Hochschild's argument, Hong Kong men and women's "rates of 
change" are largely influenced by the socioeconomic structure of Hong Kong. 
Hong Kong women's social status could be improved not only because 
women themselves work to raise women's social status, but also because of 
changes in socioeconomic structure, for example, the development of the 
financial and service industry and expansion of tertiary education, that 
offered Hong Kong women opportunities for advancement. 
For the Hong Kong men, it is the struggle between being looked down 
upon and marrying a mainland woman with more ideal-wife attributes who 
will look up to him，and being seen as “normal，，but marrying a Hong Kong 
woman who is less desirable as a wife and who may look down on him. 
Hong Kong men with relatively low economic, cultural and social capital who 
hold on to the "traditional" gender roles are unable to find desirable wives in 
Hong Kong become tempted to seek prospective wives of the same ethnicity 
from less economically developed regions, or otherwise stay single, mainly 
because they have less economic and social capital to exchange for the 
symbolic capital一youth and attractiveness—of the women they desire. 
Their considerations are best illustrated by the cartoon of the South China 
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Morning Post published the day after the summary results of the 2001 
population census were released, a cartoon shown on the start of this 
chapter. In the first three pictures of the cartoon, two men are reading out 
some findings of the 2001 Population Census in the newspaper: a) there are 
more women than men and they are unmarried; b) women are getting richer; 
c) more Hong Kong men are going to the mainland to seek wives. Although 
"a whole gang of loaded, sophisticated, available beauties" are still single, 
the two ugly-and-dirty-looking men, who look as if they are blue-collar 
workers, decide to seek wives on the mainland instead. This cartoon clearly 
shows that some "slower-changing" Hong Kong men, like the two in the 
cartoon, believe they are unable to meet the expectations of the "faster-
changing" Hong Kong women. They are aware that the "rich and 
sophisticated" Hong Kong women will not be interested in them. Therefore, 
the two men decided to follow other Hong Kong men, in seeking wives on the 
mainland. 
For reasons of cultural similarity and geographic proximity, many of 
the low-income Hong Kong men consider seeking wives in Guangdong 
Province. Although Hong Kong people often stress the differences between 
them and mainlanders, Hong Kong men and mainland women are both 
ethnic Chinese who share many fundamental traditional Chinese values. 
This shared ethnic background makes communication easier, and makes 
mainland women more "acceptable" to the men and their families and friends 
as wives than, say, wives of other ethnicities. Since Hong Kong men have 
more power in this cross-border relationship, they are in the better position to 
demand that their mainland wives make adjustments and adapt to their (the 
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husbands') ways of married life. In return, the wives from the mainland 
expect to have an improved standard of living. 
As stated above, the number of Hong Kong women who are willing to 
marry the relatively low-income men and become housewives has 
substantially fallen due to the better education and job opportunities that the 
women have and the availability of domestic workers. The increase of 
capital of various forms of Hong Kong women has made it more difficult for 
some Hong Kong men to improve the standard of living of their prospective 
wives in Hong Kong. Hong Kong women's expectations of married life have 
thus substantially changed. A number of Hong Kong men have became 
poorly equipped to accommodate such expectations, especially those who 
have lower income. The situation is what Hochschild would describe as, "the 
friction between faster-changing women and slower-changing men" 
(1989:11). 
The "Hong Kong identity" (which provides a migration opportunity) is a 
valuable and desirable form of symbolic capital used by Hong Kong men in 
exchange for the attractiveness and reproductive potential of mainland 
women. Because of the economic power imbalance between Hong Kong 
and China, the low-income Hong Kong men's economic power increases in 
China. Their symbolic capital and economic capital enable them to seek 
wives who are closer to their ideal. Also, as my informants attest, mainland 
women are thought to be prettier, more ready to conform with "traditional" 
family values, and are more willing to perform the "traditional" roles of a 
Chinese wife一i.e., be faithful and submissive to the husband, serving the 
husband and his family without complaint, and be the child-bearer and child-
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rearer—than Hong Kong women are. This is one of the most important 
reasons why "mainland wives" are not only welcomed by Hong Kong men 
but also Chinese men in Taiwan (Jian 1995; Tu and Li 1997). Mainland 
women I interviewed are willing to play the role of a "traditional" housewife 
described above. As I mentioned in Chapter 4，mainland women who are 
more inclined to marry Hong Kong men are usually from poor families with 
low educational levels and dim career prospects. They are very unlikely to 
find better alternatives for improving their standard of living other than 
marrying a "wealthy" husband who is able to provide them (and their natal 
families) with a comfortable and carefree life. 
The fact that mainland wives are desirable does not necessarily mean 
they all possess the attributes that Hong Kong men are looking for, but they 
are able to satisfy Hong Kong men's need to have power over their wives. It 
is easier for Hong Kong men to foster male domination in cross-border 
marriages as compared with marriages with Hong Kong women as long as 
they are able to support their mainland wives financially. This is because the 
mainland wives are financially dependent on their husbands and do not have 
better life chances outside their relation with their husbands, whereas Hong 
Kong wives are more likely to be financially independent and have more job 
opportunities. 
My interviewees may appear as if they are rational in spouse seeking; 
however, they are not, because relationships involve the element of love and 
mutual attraction. A person's affection or feeling toward another person is 
the aspect that cannot be explained by an instrumental calculus. There is no 
objective formula to calculate the absolute attractiveness of a person. 
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People are neither totally emotional or totally rational. As a researcher, I am 
only able to study and analyze the more practical considerations that are 
involved in cross-border marriages. 
From the point of view of the PRC government, it does not want to 
"lose face" if large numbers of mainland people begin migrating to Hong 
Kong once it loosens the immigration policy. For the Hong Kong government, 
the prospect of having to devote huge sums of money to provide social 
welfare services and assistance to these lower income-earning mainland 
migrants makes it less willing to entertain the idea of facilitating cross-border 
marriage. The PRC and Hong Kong governments have been working 
together to discourage such marriages to prevent too many mainland people 
from emigrating to Hong Kong through the implementation of the One-way 
Permit quota system, which regulates the number of mainland wives and 
children of Hong Kong men who are eligible and permitted to migrate to 
Hong Kong. Even mainlanders with the right of abode might have to wait for 
ten years before receiving their One-way Permits to migrate to Hong Kong 
(Lee 1999). 
The Hong Kong government also discourages such marriages through 
the provision of very limited amounts of social support and assistance. The 
"rationale" is that Hong Kong is too small to support a large population, and 
its infrastructure and the provision of social services are insufficient to 
sustain an influx of too many immigrants within a short period of time. The 
Hong Kong government knows that one source of Hong Kong people's "anti-
mainland migrants" sentiment comes from the belief that mainland migrants 
are competitors for limited resources. To persuade the Court of Final Appeal 
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in Hong Kong not to grant all mainland children of Hong Kong residents the 
right of abode, it came up with a figure of the estimated number of mainland 
children of Hong Kong residents in China who are waiting to migrate to Hong 
Kong as more than double that of 1996 (General Household Survey) and 
claimed that the earlier data were inaccurate. As one commentator states, 
"Regrettably, the case against the government scare-mongering data, its 
grotesque claims of unemployment, overcrowding of schools, hospitals, etc, 
has largely gone by default at the political level" (Bowring 1999). I am not 
going to judge the accuracy and the intention of these tactics employed by 
the government. I am simply using this example to show how firmly opposed 
the Hong Kong government is to accepting any more mainland migrants than 
the existing system would accept. The need to maintain a long-distance 
marital relationship for years adds complications to Hong Kong men's 
decisions to marry mainland women, and makes the Hong Kong men-
mainland women marriages unique. 
Relationship between Hong Kong People and Mainland Migrants 
We can see that the relationship between mainland China and Hong 
Kong has been growing closer since the handover. Will marriages between 
Hong Kong men and mainland women help in overcoming the current deep-
seated discrimination that exists against mainlanders in Hong Kong? Can 
cross-border marriages help bring the two places closer together both 
culturally and socially? 
As 丨 have discussed in Chapter 4，among the mainland women, those 
from poor families and poor rural areas and who have low educational 
attainment are more inclined to marry Hong Kong men. Mainland women 
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who are born and grew up in big cities and with high levels of educational 
attainment are less interested in marrying Hong Kong men because they 
perceive that their livelihood and life chances might not be improved much if 
they marry Hong Kong men. Almost half of the mainland wives who settled 
in Hong Kong from 1993 to 1998 received only primary school education. 
These are the women who are often stereotyped by Hong Kong people as 
the "typical mainlanders"一"ill mannered" and "stupid" who know "nothing 
about the world." Hong Kong people's attitudes toward mainland migrants 
have been negative and unfriendly, as I discussed in Chapter 2. Some of the 
mainland wives are even being discriminated against by their own husbands, 
as mentioned in Chapter 4. The continuing influx of poorly educated women 
from poor，rural areas who marry Hong Kong men and migrate to Hong Kong 
is likely to reinforce the existing stereotypes, which will make it even harder 
for these migrants to integrate into Hong Kong society. Since the population 
of mainland migrants is getting large, they are likely to form their own 
community. In this scenario, the opposition between adult Hong Kong 
people and mainland migrants may even grow stronger. Thus, it is 
reasonable to conclude that cross-border marriages do not necessarily help 
in bringing the two places closer together. 
The different senses of cultural identity, the different attitudes toward 
the Hong Kong-China relationship, and the perception of mainlanders of the 
second generation of cross-border couples and mainland schoolchildren in 
Hong Kong all require further study. Children of the cross-border couples 
could be the people who finally link deeply the two places. Those who were 
born and grew up in Hong Kong and those who have migrated to Hong Kong 
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when they were very small may not find any problem in integrating with Hong 
Kong society. They are more likely to accept mainland people because of 
their mainland mothers, and they are more likely to be able to understand the 
cultural differences between Hong Kong people and mainland people and 
not be affected by the stereotypes. However, it is also possible that they 
may be resentful of their mainland origin because they could be targets of 
discrimination. This is just my supposition. This sense of cultural belonging 
and the integration of the children of cross-border couples in Hong Kong 
I 
society is certainly worthy of in-depth studies for the understanding of the 
relationship between Hong Kong people and mainland migrants. 
Possible Trends in Marriage Patterns 
The disparity between the speed of ideological changes and of 
socioeconomic structures influences both married couples and single people. 
Hochschild (1989) discuss "the double shift" (or some might call it, "double 
burden") problem in the United States, whereby working women having to 
work one shift at work and the second shift doing housework and childcare at 
home. This also happens in Hong Kong, as one consequence of the 
disparity of expectations of married couples. More Hong Kong men are 
encountering difficulties in seeking wives in Hong Kong and the increasing 
number of Hong Kong women staying single are two of the reasons for such 
a disparity. Since cultural values about gender roles and marriage change 
very slowly, and the number of Hong Kong men working or doing businesses 
in China has the tendency to increase (especially after China enters the 
World Trade Organization), it is likely that the number of cross-border 
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marriages and the number of Hong Kong women staying single may 
increase, or at least stay constant. But these numbers are not likely to 
decrease in the foreseeable future. 
While many mainland women from rural areas hope to migrate to 
Hong Kong, a survey has recently revealed that about a million Hong Kong 
residents might consider moving to Shenzhen due to the low cost of living 
there, and its proximity to Hong Kong {Apple Daily 2000b-, Ming Pao 2000a). 
More and more young people are considering making this move according to 
the articles. Since there are no official figures showing the number of Hong 
Kong people moving to Shenzhen, I do not want to put too much emphasis 
on this point. However, it is reasonable to surmise that if there are more 
young people moving to Shenzhen, they may have more contact with the 
local mainland people, and thus the number of cross-border marriages may 
increase. As a result, the Hong Kong and Shenzhen government would 
have more pressure in extending the hours of the border checkpoints and 
even establish more checkpoints. 
Nai-keung Lau, a political commentator and delegate to the Chinese 
People's Political Consultative Conference, has written that: 
It is estimated that there are more than 500,000 Hong Kong residents 
working in the Pearl River Delta, and an equal number of people who 
have property in this area, and visit these second homes periodically. 
With more Hong Kong residents working, living, shopping and 
holidaying across the border, there is increasing pressure for more 
border crossings which are open 24 hours (Lau 2000). 
In fact, for the Hong Kong government, maintaining the "status quo" is 
not as important as maintaining the price level of real estate in Hong Kong. 
There has been fear that once the border checkpoints are open twenty-four 
hours a day, the real estate market in Hong Kong will face another 
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substantial downturn一and this is especially true for real estate in the New 
Territories right next to Shenzhen. If the border checkpoints are open 
twenty-four hours a day, it may not lead to a sharp increase in cross-border 
marriages; however, the opening hours of the border checkpoints has long 
been the concern of cross-border couples. 
Ironically, Hong Kong men are not alone in finding it hard to seek 
suitable spouses in Hong Kong; increasing numbers of Hong Kong women 
are facing the same problem and choose to stay single as a result (Jones 
1997，Leete 1994). Another consequence of the slower-changing ideology 
being unable to "catch up" with the faster-changing socioeconomic structures 
is the difficulty of "strong women" or "successful career women" in finding 
acceptable romantic love partners. According to the Summary Results of the 
2001 Population Census, the proportion of never-married females in Hong 
Kong aged fifteen and over had risen from 29 percent in both 1991 and 1996， 
to 30.1 percent in 2001. Furthermore, the proportion of never-married males 
aged fifteen and over had declined from 36.5 percent in 1991 to 34.2 percent 
in 1996 and 33.9 percent in 2001 (Census and Statistics Department 2001). 
As Sherry Lee reported in the South China Morning Post: 
According to academics, being married to their work is one reason for 
the new glut of spinsters; another is the improved social status of 
women, who are becoming more choosy.... Matchmakers, however, 
notice another reason: mainland women. More men cross the border 
to find women, whether for sex partners or wives, [the owner of 
Fortunate Marriage Service, Ms Siu Siu-man] says (Lee 2001). 
According to the information provided by the three Hong Kong 
marriage-broker companies, in the past, sixty to seventy percent of people 
who employed matchmaking services in Hong Kong were men. But it is just 
the reverse now一sixty to seventy percent of people who employ 
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matchmaking services are women. Very often, those who stay single are 
women of high income (they usually have high educational attainments also). 
This is not a unique phenomenon to Hong Kong. This also happens to 
overseas Chinese women in Asia, and in some large cities or countries such 
as Bangkok, Taipei, Singapore (both Chinese and Malays), Malaysia and 
Japan because they cannot find acceptable romantic love partners (Jones 
1997; Leete 1994). There is evidence from Singapore, the Philippines, 
Malaysia and Thailand that shows the higher the educational level, the 
higher number of women is never married (Jones 1997: 58). 
Qualifications, or forms of cultural and economic capital, that Hong 
Kong women have gained in the last three decades are not the attributes 
Hong Kong men look for in their wives. However, this group of career 
women often think highly of themselves as potential wives because they are 
"university graduates." Those "successful" men whom the "strong women" 
are interested in may still be looking for a beautiful, gentle and caring wife 
whom they can have power over but still communicate with. Unless those 
"strong women" are attractive, submissive and gentle, they will have 
difficulties in attracting the men they are interested in. In an interview, Ms 
Siu Siu-man, owner of the Fortunate Marriage Limited Company, points out 
that: 
It is not easy for women to choose mates. For example, female 
professionals who are over thirty years old with incomes over 
HK$30,000 per month, often require their partners to be professionals 
from thirty to thirty-five years old who also make about HK$30，000 to 
HK$40，000 per month. However, this group of men would rather 
choose young and pretty ladies who are around twenty-seven years 
old, and they will not be very concerned about the ladies' educational 
attainment and wealth {Apple Daily 2000c). 
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Marrying mainland women is a way for Hong Kong men to preserve 
the traditional ideology of men being superior and women being inferior, 
which enables the men to dominate their wives. The marital relationships 
between the Hong Kong men and mainland women are asymmetrical—the 
Hong Kong husbands often have power over their mainland wives. This 
cross-border marriage is not an illustration of ethnic egalitarianism. Rather, 
the phenomenon is a manifestation of regional inequality and domination. 
Very often, the mainland wives become vulnerable after migrating to Hong 
Kong where they do not have the support of family and friends. This 
situation is similar to that of the cross-cultural marriages between Western 
White men and Asian women. As Wilson points out: 
Though it is interracial, the desire for the Oriental other is not an 
instance of racial egalitarianism. Frantz Fanon, writing about racial 
relations in the Caribbean, argues that the attraction of one race for 
another, in fact, manifests racial inequality and hostility or domination. 
This especially describes colonial and postcolonial situations，such as 
those of Southeast Asia, where relations with the "other" society have 
been politically and economically exploitative. The allure of Asian 
women stems from their Oriental heredity, which signifies eroticism, 
enigma, and weakness (1988: 123). 
Problems of cross-border couples, especially faced by the mainland 
spouses that I have discussed in Chapter 4，are well known to the Hong 
Kong public. However, among the non-governmental organizations in Hong 
Kong, only the International Social Service Hong Kong Branch has set up 
two offices in Guangzhou to provide assistance for cross-border marriage 
couples. It is very difficult for organizations to be given permission to set up 
such programs on the mainland. The rest of these organizations only offer 
assistance, such as adaptation courses, language classes and marriage 
counseling services, in Hong Kong to the mainland wives, who perhaps have 
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vanished Hong Kong dreams. It might be more helpful to provide the cross-
border couples services before the mainland wives migrate to Hong Kong 
when the mainland wives are still fantasizing about their future lives in Hong 
Kong, and when they are suffering from the loneliness the long-distance 
marital relationships brings. The Hong Kong government might help to 
encourage cooperation between social welfare organizations in Guangdong 
Province with those in Hong Kong to offer coherent programs to assist the 
couples. 
The economic development of China, especially the economic zones 
and big cities, has been dramatic since the open-door policy established in 
1978，whereas the economic performance in Hong Kong has been weak 
since the Asian economic crisis. A few questions may arise: Will the wide 
gap of their differences disappear in the future? If Shenzhen approaches 
and perhaps overcomes Hong Kong in wealth, would Hong Kong men no 
longer be able to find wives in Shenzhen? Where will those Hong Kong men 
seek wives? Will some Hong Kong women start considering marrying 
mainland Chinese men in the future? 
In their study of the phenomenon of Hong Kong men taking mainland 
"second wife" or mistress, Lang and Smart (in press) suggest that: 
A decline in the prevalence of this form of cross-border polygyny 
("second-wife" or mistress taking phenomenon) depends on further 
socio-economic development in the coastal and inland provinces, and 
in particular, a rise in the incomes and prospects for women in these 
provinces to a level comparable with those of Hong Kong (p. 14). 
If the prosperity and standards of living in China can be developed up to a 
level that is comparable with that of Hong Kong, cross-border polygyny may 
decrease, but also cross-border marriages as well. If the mainland women's 
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life chances and the standard of living in their hometowns are comparable to 
that of Hong Kong, why bother to leave their families and friends to marry 
Hong Kong men and be the targets of discrimination? However, since it 
would take years for such developments to take place in China, other social 
factors may intervene. It is possible that the number of cross-border 
marriage may increase, because years from now, it may be perceived as 
"natural" and "common" by people in both Hong Kong and the mainland. 
Hong Kong people's sense of superiority over mainlanders may eventually 
vanish because many mainland cities may be as prosperous as Hong Kong. 
The number of cross-border marriages may be high enough to make such 
marriage less "unusual." Marrying mainland women would no longer 
"downgrade” Hong Kong men. Instead, the social network of the mainland 
wife may help the Hong Kong husband in doing business. The social 
network of the mainland wife may become very valuable social capital. The 
symbolic capital that Hong Kong men possess today would have lost its 
value when Hong Kong is no longer the wealthiest city in China. Hong Kong 
men and mainland women may possibly come to share more equal social 
status. Discrimination against mainlanders might then fade away, which will 
make mainland women feel more comfortable in marrying Hong Kong men. 
In other words, barriers of cross-border marriages today might no longer 
exist years from now, when mainland cities close to Hong Kong 
geographically are as prosperous as Hong Kong. The growth or decline of 
cross-border marriages largely depends on the developments of Hong Kong-
China relations and the changes of socioeconomic structures of the two 
places in the future. To the extent that China eventually becomes as wealthy 
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as Hong Kong, the present inequality that characterizes Hong Kong-
mainland marriages today may vanish. But it may be many decades before 




Legal Procedures of Cross-border Marriages 
When a Hong Kong man is dating a mainland woman, it is always the 
Hong Kong man who travels to the mainland to meet his girlfriend. Although 
Hong Kong has been reunified with "the motherland," ordinary Mainlanders 
still cannot come and go freely. It is exhausting for the Hong Kong men to 
travel back and forth to the mainland to meet their girlfriends or wives. Some 
I 
Hong Kong men, including a few of my interviewees, opined that they are 
"scared" by the difficulty in maintaining the long-distance relationship and the 
complicated legal procedures required in marrying mainland women, so 
much so that they give up seeking mainland wives after one trial. In the 
following section, we will look at the complicated legal procedures required 
for mainland residents to travel to Hong Kong, for Hong Kong men to marry 
mainland women, and for mainland wives to migrate to Hong Kong. 
Traveling to Hong Kong for Mainland Residents 
According to the information provided on the web site of the Hong 
Kong Immigration Department: 
Those who are residents in the mainland (including those who are 
currently residing in Hong Kong or Macau on a temporary basis) 
should apply for an Exit-entry Permit (the so-called "Two-way Permit") 
for travelling to Hong Kong and Macau (EEP) and an appropriate exit 
endorsement from the Public Security Bureau (PSB) office located at 
a place where their household registration is kept. The Immigration 
Department will periodically provide a list of successful candidates to 
the mainland authorities to facilitate the candidates' applications for 
EEPs and exit endorsements. The PSB on the mainland will normally 




The EEP acts as a travel visa valid for up to three months. Since it is 
a travel visa, any mainland person with an EEP is prohibited from working in 
Hong Kong although some people ignore this rule. Each mainland resident 
can be granted only one EEP in a year, but the mainland spouses and 
legitimate mainland-born children of Hong Kong residents are allowed to 
travel to Hong Kong twice a year three months at a time (Apple Daily 2000a). 
Fu-yuan Chen, director of Guangdong Public Security Bureau's Exit and 
Entry Administration Division pointed out in an interview with Stella Lee, 
I 
"Control on one-way permits is very tight. Some separated couples are still 
waiting for permission after eight to ten years. The way we can solve this 
problem is by allowing [the mainland spouses of Hong Kong residents] to 
visit their family [in Hong Kong]. We try our best to allow them to do this 
twice a year" (Lee 2000). The implication is clear: applicants are expected to 
continue to wait for years for a One-way Permit. 
Marriage Procedure in Hong Kong for Cross-border Couples 
A cross-border couple may choose to register their marriage either in 
Hong Kong or in mainland China. Any mainland Chinese can apply for a 
Exit-entry Permit as mentioned above to travel to Hong Kong and stay for no 
longer than three months, and get married with his or her Hong Kong partner. 
When getting married in Hong Kong, the man and woman are required to 
bring their Hong Kong identity card, travel documents，or some other 
identifying documents to one of the Marriage Registry branches in Hong 
Kong and complete the Notice of Marriage. Couples of any nationality can 
register their marriages in Hong Kong. This Notice will be displayed at both 
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the branch and the Marriage Registration & Records Office (the head office) 
for at least fifteen days. If no one objects to the marriage, the couple can 
register their marriage within three months. If either one of the parties is 
under twenty-one years old, that person needs the consent from his or her 
parent or guardian. The person needs to state the full name, address and 
the identity of the consenting parent or guardian, and hand in the documents 
that prove the relationship of the consenting parent or guardian with the 
person who wants to get married. Nobody under sixteen years of age can 
get married in Hong Kong. 
Getting Married on the mainland for Hong Kong Men and Mainland Women 
The mainland Chinese government is concerned that its women will 
inadvertently enter into a bigamous marriage, so the Hong Kong man must 
apply for the Certificate of Absence of Marriage Records, the so-called, 
"bachelor's certificate"—a certificate that proves a man is not married—at the 
Marriage Registry in Hong Kong. It takes about two weeks for the 
application to be processed. He then needs to bring the "bachelor's 
certificate" to an authorized lawyer, to arrange for a legal marriage 
declaration in duplicate, confirming the man's single marital status and his 
intention to marry a particular mainland woman. One copy of the declaration 
is for the Hong Kong man and the other is to be sent directly to the Civil 
Affairs Bureau where his fiancee's household registration (hukou 戶口）is 
kept. 
After seven to ten days, the couple will bring all necessary documents 
to the concerned Civil Affairs Bureau (CAB), at the village or town or city 
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where his fiancee's hukou is kept, to register their marriage. The documents 
include the Hong Kong man's copy of his bachelor's certificate, his Hong 
Kong Identity Card, his Home Visit Permit (for Hong Kong resident to travel 
to and from the mainland), the mainland woman's identity card and her 
hukou certification. 
After obtaining the approval from the local office, the couple needs to 
bring all these documents and the approval chop to a higher level 
government office. If they obtain approval from a village CAB, they should 
go to the township office, and get another approval chop. The couple will 
continue presenting all required documents and the chops to all upper level 
government offices (such as the county level) to collect approval chops until 
they reach the provincial level. After the couple reaches the CAB at the 
provincial level, it will reconfirm the single status of the Hong Kong man with 
the Public Security Bureau. Since marrying a Hong Kong man is regarded 
as marrying a foreigner, only the relevant authority that deals with foreign 
affairs at the provincial level can give the final approval. The couple will be 
declared as a married couple on the day the Civil Affairs Bureau at the 
provincial level approves their application for marriage. Thus, for a Hong 
Kong man marrying a mainland woman, marriage registration in China can 
be a long and arduous process. If the mainland woman's hukou is in a big 
city, the couple can save much time and effort because they would not need 
to visit all different levels of CAB offices but could go directly to the provincial 
CAB office for the marriage registration. 
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Migrating to Hong Kong: The One-way Permit Scheme 
The mainland spouses of Hong Kong permanent residents need a 
One-way Permit issued by the Public Security Bureau on the mainland 
before migrating to Hong Kong. Applicants are assessed in accordance with 
a Points System to determine their priority for entry. They first go to the 
Public Security Bureau office where their hukou is kept to complete two 
identical forms and present documents to support their application, including, 
the marriage certificate, the mainland spouse's identity card and hukou 
I 
certificate, and the photocopy of the Hong Kong spouse's Hong Kong Identity 
Card and Home Visit Permit. 
The mainland Government issues 150 One-way Permits every day, 
including 60 reserved for persons who were born on the mainland and have 
the right of abode in Hong Kong by descent from either parent, and 30 
reserved for long separated spouses. This number was determined by the 
PRC Government following consultation with Hong Kong. If more than one 
member of the same family applies for the One-way Permit, the younger or 
youngest child will have priority in migrating to Hong Kong. As a result, the 
(youngest) child of a cross-border marriage couple is often granted the One-
way Permit earlier than the mainland parent. Since this quota is shared 
equally by all provinces on the mainland, applicants from different provinces 
(as stated on their household registrations) will have different waiting periods 
for their One-way Permits. For example, many of the mainland women who 
marry Hong Kong men have their hukou in Guangdong Province,^^ while very 
few of them have their hukou in, say, Guangxi Province. According to my 
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interviewees,30 those from Guangdong often have to wait for about eight to 
ten years to obtain their One-way Permits, whereas those from Guangxi may 
have to wait only for five years. 
It is not the Hong Kong Immigration Department that grants One-way 
Permits but the PRC Public Security Bureau. According to the Hong Kong 
Immigration Department website, 
The HKSAR Government's immigration policy on the entry of 
mainland residents into Hong Kong for residence is provided for under 
Article 22 of the Basic Law. It states that “For entry into the HKSAR, 
people from other parts of China must apply for approval... the 
number of persons who enter the HKSAR for the purpose of 
settlement shall be determined by the competent authorities of the 
Central People's Government after consulting the government of the 
HKSAR". Residents from the mainland may come to Hong Kong for 
settlement through the One-way Permit Scheme. The scheme, mainly 
to facilitate family reunion, effectively regulates the entry of mainland 
residents into Hong Kong for settlement so that the prosperity and 
stability of Hong Kong are maintained. 
29 An unofficial name of Guangdong Province is the "Canton area" because local people in 
this area speak the Cantonese dialect. Hong Kong is also considered part of the Canton 
area. 
30 Many couples often resort to bribing the relevant government officials to shorten the 
waiting time for One-way Permits. But even if a couple spends, say, HK$50,000 to bribe 
officials in Guangdong Province, the couple's waiting period may only be shortened by one 
to two years out of the usual eight-to-ten-year period there because there are too many 
mainland spouses who have already applied for these permits. Certainly, the higher the 
amount of the bribe, the shorter the waiting period will be, according to my informants. 




Questions Asked During the In-depth Interviews with Target 
Interviewees 
1. What is marriage? 
2. What is the purpose for marriage? 
3. What attributes should an ideal wife/ husband possess? 
4. What are you looking for in a wife/husband? 
5. (To female informants) Many women seem to want to marry a person of 
higher social status. How common do you think this is? What do you 
think about such a preference? 
6. (To male informants) Many men seem to want to marry a person of lower 
social status. How common do you think this is? What do you think 
about such a preference? 
7. Do you need to have power over your spouse? If so, why, and to what 
extent? If not, why not? 
8. What do you think you can offer to your spouse? 
9. (To cross-border spouse-seekers) Is it hard to find a suitable spouse in 
Hong Kong? Why, or why not? 
10. Why do you have to find a spouse in mainland China/ Hong Kong? 
11. Have you thought of finding a spouse elsewhere? Why? Or, why not? 
12. What were the comments of your family and friends when they knew that 
you were seeking a spouse across the border? 
13. (To female informants) How would you compare the strengths and 
weaknesses of Hong Kong men and mainland Chinese men? 
14. (To male informants) How would you compare the attractiveness and 
weaknesses of women in Hong Kong and mainland China as a wife? 
15. You might have to maintain a long-distance marital relationship for years 
before you/ the mainland wife can migrate to Hong Kong. Why do you 
still want to seek a cross-border marriage? 
16. (To male cross-border spouse seekers) How do you identify yourself? Do 
you think you are Chinese, or Hongkongnese, or Hong Kong Chinese? 
17.1s ethnicity important in choosing a marriage partner? 
18. Which social class do you think you belong to? Why? 
19.1s class important in choosing a marriage partner? 
20. In your society, what is the image of mainland women/ Hong Kong men in 
general? 
21. How do people get such an image? 
22. Many people think that mainland China is "backward," and Hong Kong is 
‘superior，to mainland China. What do you think? 
23. Do you think Hong Kong people have a higher social status than 
mainland Chinese in general? 
24. In terms of the people you know, which kinds of men are more inclined to 
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